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Author’s Note 


Subhadra tells the story of an ordinary woman's life. The 
sacrifices she made for her family and children render her life out 
of the ordinary. There are many women in our society who 
sacrifice their happiness for the sake of their family. Their selfless 
deeds help their family grow and contribute to the welfare of 
society. 

Some years ago, Mr. Bijaya Kumar Behura used to edit a 
literary magazine titled Ajigarta. Subhadra was first published 
in its Puja issue in 1987. The editor came every morning to my 
house and took whatever pages of the novella I could write for 
the day. This novella got published and received the appreciation 
of people because of his efforts. I feel sincerely grateful to him. 

Two decades have passed since, but Subhadra could not 
be published in the form of a book. In the mean time, I wanted to 
enlarge it, but I failed to do so. I could only insert a sentence or 
two here and there. The letter from Subhadra’s husband that has 
been included in the novella was not there when it was serialised 


inthe magazine. 
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Ghat (The Riverbank) was published in the Puja issue of 
Triveni in 2004. It describes how a modem man’s internal 
conflicts draw him toward a spiritual path, and how he seeks 
salvation. Through Muktikanta, the protagonist of the novella, an 
attempt has been made to capture the spiritual dimensions of 
human consciousness. He stands for the whole humanity in his 
search for spiritual fulfilment. 

I have tried to catch glimpses of my own experience of life 
in these. The two novelias are short indeed, but the writer relates 
to these two at a deeply personal level, which always remains 
beyond words. I hope the English translation of these two will be 


received warmly by readers. 
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Subhadra 
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A chapter in the history of Dash family came to an end. 
The flicker of the last lamp of the old generation went out. No 
one had ever imagined that her end would come so suddenly. 
She was not very old, just sixty, and could have lived for some 
more years amidst her sons, daughters-in-law and grandchildren. 
But this was not to be. She was devoured by a disease. Writhing 
in pain, she was admitted into a hospital. Everyone believed she 
would recover if she would be taken to a hospital in Cuttack. So 
her eldest son, Sarat had brought Subhadra Devi over there. But 
all efforts went in vain—the doctors’ labour, the donation of blood 


by friends, medicines—nothing could save her life. 


Her life-bird flew away. When she was alive, she would 
say, ‘I would not go anywhere leaving my ancestral home. I would 
not let this happen in my life-time— no evening would pass without 
a lamp being lit and placed on the altar planted with the holy tulsi 
as long as I am alive.’ She had refused persistently to get admitted 
in a hospital. 
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Subhadra seemed like an inextinguishable lamp of the Dash 
family. How her children would grow, how they would do well in 
life— this was her only concern. But it seemed as though the oit 


in the lamp was slowly running out. 


She always wanted to spend the last days of her life in her 
village, but that could not be. On the evening before the Kartik 
Pumnima, she suddenly breathed her last at her youngest son’s 
house in Cuttack. Did she have premonition that she would depart 
from this world? Before the panchuka, the auspicious five days 
in the month of Kartik, began, one day she had called Sarat and 
said, ‘Take me to Puri. I long to see Lord Jagannath. You’ve 
spent a lot of money on me. 1°11 go there one last time and have a 
darshan of the Lord. How many times I have reminded you to 
bring nirmalya, for me, but you always forgot! If you can’t 
accompany me to Pun, I will go there with someone else.’ Sarat 
could not bring himself to tell his mother that she was in no 
condition to travel, and to push her way through the crowd in the 
temple. His mother would not listen to him; she would do what 


her heart told her. 


He now felt utterly lonely. For forty long years, it was his 
mother who had ferried the boat of his life, and it sailed smoothly. 
It had not sunk in deep waters nor did it, for once, list in the 


midst of storms. Sarat broke into sobs seeing his mother’s corpse, 
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which lay swaddled on the floor of their newly built house. A 
lamp burnt feebly by her side. Everyone in the family sat round 
her lifeless body, weeping. The sound of their sobs echoed through 
the darkness and spread in the village. Alas! She could not see 
how her children and daughters-in-law mourned for her. They 
wailed, hitting their heads with their hands. Half of the villagers 
had gathered there. One heard them saying, ‘A lamp of the village 
has got extinguished. Her life was full of suffering. God gave her 
nothing but grief. She faced every hardship for the sake of her 
children; she wanted to build a pucca house on her land. But she 


did not survive to live in this house and enjoy a life of stability.’ 


A litter was made for her. She had laid by a stack of 
firewood; before she went to Cuttack she had warned her eldest 
daughter-in law, ‘Don’t use the firewood from this stack. I am 
being taken to a hospital. Who knows? I may not come back 


alive? Use these to light my pyre.’ 


Her words came true. She had arranged almost everything. 
Nothing had to be looked for. 


Lord Rama's name is the only truth... 


Her children, nephews, grandsons carried the litter bearing 
her body to the cremation ground. Her eldest son, Sarat led the 
procession, and threw cowries on the road. The moon was still 
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in the sky. The air echoed with the sound of the conch-shell and 
ululation. It was the small hours of the night before Kartik Purnima. 
After some time, the day would break. Crows would caw loudly. 
It was a very cold winter. People offered their respect to their 
ancestors after taking a dip in the river and floated ritual banana- 


stem boats on its stream. 


Mother passed away on the chaturdashi, a day before 
the full-moon day. How would Sarat comfort himself? His patience 
was giving way. He had to set fire to her body, which was once 
so full of life. His hands did not shake when he set fire to the 


pyre, but tears rolled down his cheeks without his knowledge. 


She had carried him in her womb for nine months, and 
reared him as a child till he grew up and stood on his own feet. 
But now his mother had left him forever, she would never come 
back. Sarat’s heart was full of remorse. It had not been easy for 
him to set fire to the pyre. He had gathered strength and uttered 


to himself, ‘Basani jirnani jatha vidya...’ 


Sarat kept looking at the burning pyre and ran away from 
the place without looking back. Mother’s lifeless body burnt to 
ashes in the fire. His younger brother, Binod collected a piece of 
her bone, which was later to be immersed ritually in a holy river 


ina place of pilgrimage. 
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Mother was no more. Who would he call, ‘Mother’? Who 
would now put up with his demands and pranks? Who would he 
be afraid of? Who would tell him off when he did something 
wrong? He was dumb-struck and slumped on the veranda. He 
felt a constriction in his chest and tears flowed from his eyes 


ceaselessly. 
An epoch in the history of Dash family came to an end. 


Time passes. Everyone has to get on— they have no other 
option. Sarat must try to come out of the shell of despair. He has 
to bear everything patiently. Now that mother was no more, he 
has to shoulder all responsibilities. Things would fall apart if he 
broke down. He must perform mother’s death rites in the most 


befitting manner. 


nl 


The twelve days of mourning for mother seemed like ages 
to Sarat. He felt her presence every moment. Memories of her 
hit him like waves beating the sea shore. They were three 
siblings— his sister was older than him, and his brother, younger. 
When he was only three, his sister, five and brother, only one, 
they lost their father. When he grew up he never saw any trace of 
sorrow borne of widowhood on his mother’s face. Her face 
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always wore a solemn look, and sometimes he heard her cursing 


her fate. 


Every year, on the death anniversary of her husband, she 
held the ceremony of shradha. Whenever he was mentioned, 
she would not stop talking about him— one moment she would 
be all praises and the next she would pass biting comments at his 
expense. He was a learned man, who had vast knowledge of 
scriptures. He would never touch food till he offered worship to 
Lord Mahadev; he would offer milk, bel leaves and flowers to 
the deity. But Subhadra had never felt any sympathy for his 


otherworldly inclinations and his indifference towards family life. 


When she was only thirteen, she had come to the Dash 
family as a daughter-in-law. She was the beloved daughter of 
her parents. Her father was a priest in Gokarneswar temple; he 
never took food without offering worship to Lord Mahadev. Her 
mother was a devotee of Lord Jagannath, and had named her 
daughter ‘Subhadra’ after goddess Subhadra. She was fondly 
called Sodari. An astrologer read her horoscope and said that 
she was bom under a lucky star. She was destined to be blessed 
with wealth, children and a good family. He had also predicted 
that she would marry a godlike man. 


Her father had enrolled her in a school that lay five miles 


away from her home. She did well in her studies and got 
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scholarships. The King of Madhupur got so impressed by her 
that he instructed his courtiers that an elephant should carry her 
back home from school. She retumed from school sitting on the 
back of an elephant everyday. She was the only girl who went to 
school in the locality. After she completed her education at the 
middle school, she wanted to study further, but her mother would 
not allow her to do so. How could she let a grown up girl go to 
school? What would people say? She had already learnt a lot. 
Those days, girls rarely received any education. Whatever little a 
girl leamt was considered enough. She might read a lot, but her 
place was in the kitchen after all and her sole duty was to cook 
for her family. This was not a view held only by her mother, but 
was a belief prevalent among people. Her studies came to an 
end, books were kept aside. She never complained about this. 


She was happy that she had some education. 


Later, she thought herself blessed for this. Education 
enabled her to eam her livelihood. She vowed to rear her children 
and give them a proper education. She fulfilled her intense desire 
to learn through her children. 


When she stopped going to school, her parents started 
searching for a groom for her. Whenever she recalled those 
days, she would say, ‘I had not reached the marriageable age, 


but my father was very worried about me. He would say, ‘I must 
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find a suitable groom for Subhadra—He must be an educated 
boy from a respectable family so that she would not face any 
difficulties.’ 

At last, her marriage was fixed. The groom belonged to a 
nearby village. He belonged to a well-known landlord’s family. 
They possessed immense property and land. The family was god- 
fearing. The groom was educated and well-versed in the Vedas 
and scriptures. He never touched food before offering worship 


to the holy fire burning before the deity. 


Her wedding took place in great pomp. As was the custom 
prevalent then, she went and stayed at her in-laws’ place for 
two, three days and then came back to her father’s house. She 
did not know what marriage meant. She had cried helplessly 
when she was taken away to her in-laws’ place. She had never 
imagined that a girl had to leave her parental home and go and 


live among strangers after her manage. 


After she came back from her in-laws’ place, her life went 
on as usual. She would play hide-and-seek with her friends, and 
spend her time swimming in river Brahmani. Days passed. She 
had become oblivious of the fact that she had to leave her parent’s 


house and go to her in laws’ place sooner than later. 


The town of Chandikhol lay at some distance from her 
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village. A holy man had arrived in the town and set up his camp 
there. The place reverberated with the chanting of Vedic mantras. 
Vendors opened shops. Men, women, children flocked there to 
have a glimpse of the holy man. Subhadra went to Chandikhol 
on the day of Pana Sankranti accompanied by her mother and 
friends. After bathing in the stream that flowed past the temple, 
they went and offered be! leaves to the image of Lord Mahadev. 
Subhadra wandered around and marvelled at the sight of caves 
and mountains. Suddenly, someone dragged her to a cave at the 


back of the mountain. 


The sight left her stupefied. Her heart began pounding. A 
young man sat inside the cave. His face was radiant. He was 
sitting in the lotus posture, his eyes closed. Someone said, jokingly, 
‘Subhadra! Your husband! How lucky you are to have a husband 
like him! He is like the unworldly Lord Mahadev!’ 


On the day of her wedding, she had caught a glimpse of 
her husband from under her veil. She had come back from her 
in-laws’ house after staying there for just two, three days as was 
the custom. Her mother seemed thunderstruck. She had never 
thought that she would see her son-in-law in this state. She found 
it difficult to believe that her son-in-law had left home, and was 


meditating here like a holy man. 


She brought her daughter away and hurriedly left the place. 
17 
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At home, she wailed hitting her head on the floor and scolded 
her husband. She shed tears all the time thinking that her daughter’s 
life had been ruined. 


Subhadra remained quiet and did not utter a word, but 
she could not take food. ‘What had happened could not be undone 
by anyone.’ She thought to herself and nerved herself. She would 


accept the consequences of her father’s decision. 
A woman is born to make another mans house. 


There was no noticeable change in Subhadra’s behaviour. 
She knew that her fate was tied to another’s forever. Nothing 
would change her situation. She forgot the pleasures of childhood, 
playing hide-and-seek with her friends and the wedding games. 
She drew strength from within herself. She must face life. 


Her mother understood what went inside her daughter’s 
mind. She had given birth to her, how could she endure this? 
True, she had given birth to her daughter, but she was not 
responsible for her daughter’s fate. On an auspicious day, her 
Puani ceremony was celebrated. She went to her in-laws’ house, 


taking with her loads of sweets. 


Her mother had also sent her favounite dolls with her— a 
mouse made of stone, a fish made of brass— with which she 
used to play before her wedding. 
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She broke into tears looking at her mother’s face, touched 
her father’s feet and sat on the palanquin, which carried her to 
her in laws’ house. She had come to her in-laws’ place, the place 
where she would spend the rest of her life; she never looked 
back. She had made up her mind to embark upon her life’s path. 


She was only fourteen at the time. 


II 


For long forty-six years, she knew this village like the back 
of her hand. Khanditar, which lay on the bank of river Kharasuan, 
was a large village. Among the many families who lived here, the 
Dash family enjoyed a place of eminence. They were the landlords 
of the village. Anath was the only son in the family. None of his 
three uncles had sons. Subhadra had come as the only daughter- 
in-law into this house. The huge mud house seemed as though it 
was bursting with happiness. The fathers-in-law were always 
concerned that their daughter-in-law would not have to step out 
of the house. The four old men were of very different 
temperaments. Like the four legendary brothers of the Surya 
dynasty, these four brothers were very leamed and loved each 
other deeply. When Subhadra came as a daughter-in-law, they 
felt elated. Only the eldest brother, Raghunath had two sons. 


The eldest had left the house and embraced the life of an ascetic. 
19 
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Anath was the younger son. All other brothers of Raghunath had 
no sons. Anath was the apple of their eyes, like a blind man’s 
stick, their most precious possession. The four elders looked 
upon Subhadra as a daughter. They felt extremely proud of having 


her as their daughter-in-law. 


The Dash family was very prosperous. They had a herd of 
cows in their house. The house was crowded with farmhands, 
housemaids, servants. The second father-in-law was famous in 
resolving village disputes not only in Khanditar but in neighbouring 
villages. The house was full of bustle day and night. 


But Anath stood apart from everyone else. While he was 
a student at Jajpur High School, he left school and denounced 
English education. Though he had not joined the freedom 
movement, he cherished the ideals of freedom. For this reason, 
he came back to his village giving up his studies. His daily chores 
included looking after the cows and worshipping them. He would 
go out to the fields along with the cowherd boys. Sitting in the 
shade of the banyan tree, which stood near the riverbank, he 
would tell the cowherd boys stores from the scriptures. He had 
memorised Bhagabata Gita and the Upanishads. He would 
recite lines from these and then look at the cows. He would 
become aware of the time to go back home when the calves 


cowed in fields. He would wake up early in the morning and 
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offer worship to the deities at home. Every day, nearly three, 
four hours went into the worship of the deities. He would hail the 
fire god and light a holy fire and make an offering to it. Because 
of this nature, his father and uncles had a difficult time persuading 
him to get married. Before marriage, he would leave home and 
retum only after visiting some holy places. Sometimes he would 
not come back for a long period of time. He would be searched 
for everywhere. His father and uncles decided to get him married 
so that his mind would not wander and he would be tethered to 
family life. But they were not aware of his true nature. There was 
no change in his behaviour even after his marriage. Instead, he 
grew more otherworldly day by day. He would sit in meditation 


before the deities for hours on end. 


No one noticed the tears Subhadra shed hiding herself in 
some corner of the house. She felt herself utterly helpless even 
though she seemed to have everything. She had deep love and 
affection for her husband. She came forward to help him proceed 
along a spiritual path instead of becoming an obstacle. However, 
Anath had no time for his wife. Half of his time was spent in 
worshipping the deities. The other half was spent going round 


the village and grazing the cows in the fields. 
On some days, he would go away from home without 
informing anyone. No one would know where he went. He would 
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go on a pilgrimage and come back after a month or two. He 
would take away his wife’s ornaments with him. Gradually, the 


ornaments in Subhadra’s jewellery box grew fewer and fewer. 


He gave away generously his wife’s precious ornaments. 
But Subhadra never expressed her dissatisfaction. He was totally 
otherworldly in his disposition. If she said something unpleasant 
and he grew away from her? And if he never returned to her? 
She was always plagued by such fears. She looked upon her 


husband as her greatest ornament. 


Fear had so gripped her that even though she cried 
disconsolately in her room, she could never share her sorrows 


with her in-laws. 


In the mean time, she had given birth to a daughter and a 
son. Everyone in the family was fond of the baby boy for after a 
long time a son had been born in their house. Their family line 
would now continue. The old men were so happy that their feet 


did not touch the ground, as it were. 


They celebrated the ekoishia, the twenty-first day 
ceremony, of the son in great pomp. But Anath remained 
unaffected by all this. Sometimes when he was engaged in 
worshipping gods, his son would toddle into the prayer room 


and play with the images and salagrams. Anath would see this 
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but never got angry. He would take his son in his arms and cuddle 
him. He remained detached amidst all the worldly ties. His father 
and uncles worried on this account. They made over all the 
property in his name. One day her uncle-in-law said to Subhadra 
impatiently, ‘Daughter Subhadra! Don’t take Anath’s words 
seriously. He’s a little unmindful. He owns all the property. Be 


careful. You never know what may happen.’ 


All her omaments were given away. Her second son, Binod 
was born. He had taken after his father, and was dark like a slab 
of black stone. When he was bom, he did not cry like babies did 


when they came to this world. 


The old midwife of the village thought Subhadra had given 
birth to a still-born baby. Her aunt-in-law wrapped the baby in 
clothes and put him in a pot and, was going to throw it into the 
river when someone whistled into the child’s ear. All of a sudden, 
the child shivered and started crying loudly. Everyone looked at 
the child in surprise. Sitting on the front veranda, Anath shouted, 
‘Arre, he’s my son. What did you take him for?’ 


Time waits for none. The children started growing up and 
the grandfathers were relieved— their family line was secure at 


last. 
But a tragedy struck them. One rich neighbour of theirs, 
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Meghanad bribed the revenue officers and registered some land 
belonging to the Dash family in his name. The old men of Dash 
family came to know of this very late. By then Meghanad had 
taken most of the villagers to his side. The old men of Dash 
family got entangled in village politics; helpless, they filed a case 


in the law court. 


But Anath remained detached from all this. There was never 
any change in his daily routine. Subhadra reared her children 
with the help of her aunts-in-law. The Dash family had to accept 
the poison fruit of village politics. They lost the case at the lower 
courts, and the day they lost the case in High Court at Cuttack, 
they felt heart-broken. 


By then, they had lost their estate. Anath was not aware of 
all this and remained absorbed in spiritual life. One day, Anath 
was discovered in the enemy camp. Subhadra caught a sight of 
him from their backyard just when he had bent over some paper 
and was about to put his signature on them. She forgot that she 
was a daughter-in-law and she forgot all her inhibitions. She 
jumped over the thorny fence and went to the spot where her 
husband remained absorbed reading some papers. Before anyone 
could understand anything, she quickly snatched all the papers 
and dragged her husband away from the place. She asserted 


herself for the first time in her life. 
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Her old in-laws were deeply anguished when they read 
these papers. Anath was going to donate all his property to 
Meghanad, their enemy, who was determined to destroy them 
completely. They mulled over the matter, and after a lot of 
discussion, the property was named after Sarat and Binod, and 
Subhadra was given the power of attorney. Anath never had any 
greed for wealth. Why should he complain if all the property was 


named after his sons and all powers rested with his wife? 


But that day, Anath was punished severely. He was not 
given any food, and was tied to a coconut tree by his father and 
uncles. Subhadra cried bitterly for this irresponsible act of her 


husband’s. 


It seemed as though the Dash family was struck by ill- 
luck, which always seemed to come to the righteous. In a few 
days, Subhadra’s father-in-law and his three brothers departed 
from the world in gnief. 


The apple of their eyes, Anath had passed away even before 


them. 


He suddenly fell ill with cholera and breathed his last. The 
lamp of his life petered out. The old father and uncles looked 
blankly at the lifeless body of Anath. His young wife, Subhadra 
wept bitterly and smashed all the bangles on her hands, which 
broke into pieces. 
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Her daughter, Sumitra was five; Sarat was three and Binod 
was only one. They looked at others crying without understanding 
anything. 

It seemed as if everything grew dark before Subhadra’s 
eyes. She felt how lonely she had become. Her father-in-law 
could not recover from the loss of his son and passed away ina 
month. Only she lay there to endure all her sorrows, with her 


three children and an aunt-in-law. 
By then enemies had grabbed some more of their property. 


In such deep sorrow, she never forgot to curse her fate. 
Subhadra had dreamt of a happy life, but she now had nothing 
but hardship in store. 


She was utterly alone in this world and she had to bring up 
three fatherless children. She was despicable in the eyes of society. 
Some people remarked, ‘For this woman, the family got ruined 
in a couple of years.’ In the face of such hostility, she decided to 
live and rear her children. She would try to forget her sorrows 


and her widowhood looking after her children. 


She would not care for no one. Like a slab of stone on the 
bank of a river, she would bear everything. She knew a woman’s 
place was in her in-laws’ house. At the age of fourteen she had 
married an unworldly man and came to his house as his wife. 
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Before she could even know the love of her husband, life reared 
itself before her as a mountain. Now she had lost her husband 
and become a widow. She was no longer regarded respectable 
in society. Her husband was not alive, with whom she had dreamed 


to share her life. 
A woman 5 fate lies buried under a slab of stone. 


She wiped her tears. She had to carry on the struggle of 
life. She thanked the lord that she had learnt to read and write a 
little. It helped her in this terrible period of her life. She would live 
not for herself but for her children, who would establish 
themselves in society. She would not let the reputation bury itself 
in the ruins of the past. 

She had read in her childhood — 

O soul, overcome your sleep 

Open your eyes wide and see 

How quietly life flows 


To meet with the bitter waves of death. 


She would try to understand things better. She would leam 
to voice her demands. When death was inevitable, there was 
pride inliving life with dignity. She would make Dash family regain 
its glory. 


She dried her tears and tied her hair into a bun and put on 
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a white sari. She carried her two sons in her arms and held her 
daughter’s hand. She was determined to walk the path of life 
with fresh hopes in her heart. She was only twenty-four. Her 


aunt-in-law stood by her. 


IV 


Relatives, neighbours and many others came to console 
her. Some of them eagerly came forward to extend a helping 
hand. But she refused their offer of support. She did not accept 
the job of a teacher at the village school. She started a small 
nursery school at her home to teach village children. She looked 


after the cows— only two were lef— in the cowshed. 


She would wake up early in the moming, feed the children 
and send them to school. Then she would tend the cows and 
teach her pupils. Afterwards, she would cook food and do all 
her household chores. She raised a vegetable garden. She made 
cakes from cow-dung and made broom-sticks from coconut 
fronds. 


Drops of water form an ocean— she devoted herself to 
these small chores, which enabled her to live with dignity. She 
instilled in her children self-reliance. She had infinite love in her 
heart for her children, but she disciplined them like a father. When 
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she found the slightest fault inthem, she would chide them and, at 


times, beat them mercilessly. 


Some people said the daughter-in-law of Dash family was 
so outspoken; she never weighed her words before she spoke. 
She said whatever came to her mind. She had no inhibitions. No 
one could bear the sight if he watched her thrashing her children 


with a cane. 


Her old aunt-in-law gave her silent support. She would 
carry the harvest from field; cut grass for the cows from riverbank. 
She sold milk to a shopkeeper and broom-sticks of coconut 


fronds in the village market. 


She had no time for grief. She would tell stories to her 
children in the evening. She taught them prayers. She taught them 
multiplication tables and asked them to work out sums orally. 
She monitored their studies; only after she taught them would 


she busy herself with cooking. 


All of them tried to survive. She did not believe in leaving 
their stomachs half-filled; she believed in living life to the full, 
embracing all hardships. She made her children absorb these 


lessons. 


At that time, Binod was only three. He was very obstinate 
and naughty. Sarat was by nature quiet. His mother called him 


Arakshita, one who had no one to protect him. 
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Sometimes she would look at his face and say, ‘God saves 
the meek. You’re destined to endure the loss of a father, you 
have to endure everything.’ The six-year-old boy had already 
understood that his life would be full of hardship. He was not like 
any other children of his age. He had lost his father. He saw his 
father in his mother. He obeyed each and every word of his mother. 
He woke up early in the morning and began working at his studies. 
Besides, he helped his mother in household chores. But Binod 
was obstinate. He would wail and would not budge till his demands 


were met. 


Her daughter Sumitra was gentle by nature. She studied 
diligently and if she got scolded by her mother she would weep 
without a stop. Every day, while combing her hair, when she did 


not hold her head still, her mother would land blows on her back. 


In the course of time, the three children grew up. They did 
not quarrel with anyone. They would not stand at anyone’s door, 
when they had nothing to eat. Teachers loved them as they were 
good at studies. Though their mother often scolded them; to them 


She was their beloved mother. She acted as their guardian. 


Days passed. Their life went on in this way. They learnt to 
live in the midst of sorrows, pain and suffering. Subhadra seemed 
very cruel outwardly, but a stream of love flowed ceaselessly 


through her heart for her children. 
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One day, Binod fell ill with diarrhoea. Doctors said he had 
to be admitted in a hospital. Sleep eluded Subhadra’s eyes. She 
would sit by Binod all through the night. In themoming, she would 
walk two miles back home, cook and do household chores and 
again go back to the hospital. She would light a lamp at the holy 
basil altar. She would pray to Goddess Mangala. After taking 
bath in the river, she would go to the temple of Goddess Mangala 
and prostrate herself before the image of the Goddess. She prayed, 
‘Mother, make my son get well. Please hear this unfortunate 
woman’s prayer. Have mercy on her.’ Goddess Mangala was 
the presiding deity of the village. Everyone believed in her powers. 
Subhadra had infinite faith in her. Days passed. Goddess Mangala 
listened to her prayer. Binod got well and was brought back 
home. His mother’s heart danced in joy. She did not forget to 
propitiate the goddess. 


Once river Kharasuan was is spate. Binod was bitten by a 
snake when he went to tether the cow unto a post on the riverbank. 
The news spread through the village. Subhadra cried 


disconsolately and lost her consciousness. 


Sarat still remembers that day vividly. His mother and Binod 
lay unconscious. Villagers gathered at their house. The river was 
full. An old man of the village went to call practitioner of black 


magic. He came but there was no change in Binod’s condition. A 
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root from the backyard was brought and given to Binod. He 
would come to his senses for a few moments and then collapsed 
again and again. He was taken to the hospital. Fifteen days ago 
he had been admitted in the same hospital. ‘Would Binod get 
well?’ Subhadra would lose her consciousness crying desolately. 
At last, Binod recovered. Subhadra’s world grew bright again. 
Her children grew up. They went to high schools. Subhadra’s 


daily life went on as before. 


Sarat was enrotled at a school. She was busy arranging 
money for this. She had stopped her daughter from going school. 
A girl may read a lot, but ultimately she will have to cook food 
for her family. What would she do if she received a lot of 
education? If her two sons stood on their own feet, their father 


and grandfather’s fame will spread. 


Daughter Sumitra would weep as she was not sent to 
school. She would cry incessantly, she would grow angry with 
her mother, but she never dared speak anything to her mother’s 


face. 


Where from would Subhadra get the money needed for 
Sarat’s studies? The cows in her cowshed gave milk and the 
money she got from selling it was spent on meeting the household 
expenditure. Some people in the village would slyly comment, 


‘That widow has gone mad in the hope of providing her sons 
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with an education. She thinks lotuses would bloom in a ditch.’ 


She had two gold bangles left with her. Her mother had 
given these to her at the time of her wedding. She sold these off. 
Sarat took admission in Jajpur High School. Though she wanted 
to send her sons to the village high school, she changed her mind. 
She thought her son would acquire more knowledge of the world 


by going to a school located in a town. 


She offered up prayers to Goddess Mangala. Will her 
wishes be granted? Will she be able to write the history of Dash 


family in golden letters? 


Sarat knew what her mother expected of him. He walked 
the long distance to his school. His mother had sent him to school 
with such difficulty, she often went without food. How could he 
forget all this? He was not like others who had fathers to look 


after them. 


Binod grew obstinate day by day, but he was serious about 


his studies. Sarat and Binod devoted all their time to studies. 


Subhadra spent sleepless nights worrying about her 
daughter, Sumitra. She had grown up. She would surely find a 
groom for her daughter. The search for a groom began. Many 
proposals came. Relatives would bring proposals from widowers 
or aged men. Some were very poor without even a roof on their 
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head. They remained on empty stomachs for two days, if they 
found something to eat one day. How could Subhadra give her 
daughter in marriage to such a man? Sumitra was a cry-baby. 
Subhadra’s father had given her in marriage into a landlord’s 
family. But she was fated not to enjoy happiness. How could she 


knowingly give her daughter in marriage to an old man? 


Sumitra grew older. The villagers gossiped among 
themselves. Subhadra felt restless. Everybody passed nasty 
remarks at her expense as she was a widow. Sometimes her 
patience gave way and she would break down. She would shout 
at Sumitra saying she wished her daughter had died the moment 
she was bom. Sarat was still young; but he would set off to 


negotiate whenever a proposal came for Sumitra. 


The auspicious planet, Jupiter had not yet entered the fifth 
room in Sumitra’s horoscope. Her daughter would grow into an 
old woman in this house; how could a mother live in peace? She 
would hit her head on the holy basil altar and cry for hours on 
end. She would pray to Goddess Mangala all the time. At last, a 
proposal for Sumitra came from a respectable family. The groom 
was educated and was doing a job in the state capital. They did 
not own much landed property. But she would be relived of the 
burden of having an unmarried daughter at home if she gave her 


in marriage to this groom. No dowry was demanded. The 
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middleman had said that they could give whatever they thought 
would befit their status. 


The conch shell was blown. The sound of ululation was 
heard. Sumitra sat on the marriage altar dressed as a bride. Tears 
rolled down Subhadra’s cheeks when Sumitra’s hand was tied 
to her groom’s. She thanked Goddess Mangala from the depths 
of her heart. She requested her son-in-law not to neglect the 


daughter of a widow. 


Sarat felt very happy seeing his mother’s anxiety disappear. 
Subhadra’s aunt-in-law, Jhintika kept a watchful eyes on all the 


household affairs all the time. 


Vv 


No one can say how the wheels of history would move. 
Sarat could not pass the examination in spite of his hard work. 
No one had expected that such a good student like Sarat would 
fail in the examination. But such a thing did happen. Who could 
alter the course of destiny? His mother gave him moral support. 
Sarat once again started preparing for the examination and passed 


it mith flying colours. 
Subhadra’s happiness knew no bound. After so many days, 
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the sun of her luck began to shine brightly once more. Still, she 
was always busy. Her only wish was that her two sons should 


continue their studies. 


Sarat and Binod worked hard at their studies. Hard work 
came naturally to them. Before their eyes, the figure of their loving 
mother rose brightly. They knew she had brought them up 
enduring so much hardship. She has entrusted her life to their 
care. They would never neglect her. They will never bear to see 


tears in her eyes. 


Sarat gave a helping hand to her mother to ferry the boat 
of life. Though Sarat was young, his support gave her strength. 
Sarat had grown up. He was now old enough to continue the 


Dash family line. She no longer felt scared of the future. 


Villagers had started to take her seriously. She might be a 
widow, but she was the mother of two sons, who were now 


educated and learned. 


Strength returned to her weak limbs. Her only worry was 
to get Sarat married and bring a daughter-in-law, who would 
take care of the house. Sarat was a little otherworldly like his 
father. He had endured so much suffering from his childhood. 
Would he have suffered like this, if he had a father? 


He might have been otherworldly, but he was their father 
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after all. He would have surely taken care for his children. She 
was burdened with responsibilities as he was no more. She had 
become both a father and a mother to her children. She was only 
forty-five, but she had become weak. A daughter-in-law would 
take the household responsibilities off her shoulders. Her home 


would fill with joy in the presence of a daughter-in-law. 


She would not wait any longer. But Sarat did not want to 
marry so early. Why was she so impatient? But how could she 
be patient? She wanted to see her grandchildren. Sarat was 
already twenty-four. He worked day and night. His wife would 
share his responsibilities. She would massage his tired limbs if he 
fellill. 


No, she must persuade Sarat to marry. If he did not listen 


to her, she would not touch food. Subhadra was determined. 


When Sarat retumed home in the evening, she said angrily, 
‘I have grown old. Aunt-in-law is even older. You spare no thought 
for anyone. Why did we two toil? To bring you up. That task has 
been fulfilled. Now you must take charge of the household. If 


you marry and bring a wife...’ 


Sarat shouted back and said a lot of bitter things in disgust. 
It was the first time he talked back to his mother. He dashed out 
of the house. 
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Subhadra looked on as he left in a huff. 


Her son had grown up. He was educated. He had got a 
job and was giving money for household expenditure. Could she 


treat him as a child and raise her hands to slap him? 


She did not remember how often she had thrashed him 
with a stick or with her hand. While being beaten, Sarat would 
repeat, ‘Mother, please don’t beat me. I’11l never do such a thing 
again.’ Once, when he was in the fourth standard, he had come 
home after taking an examination. Subhadra asked him to answer 
the questions and when she came to know that Sarat had given 
wrong answers to some of the questions, she suddenly stopped 
slicing vegetables and got up from the place. The knife cut her 
leg. Blood oozed from the wound. Sarat bandaged the wound 


while crying inconsolably. 


All this was in past. Sarat was then a mere child. Now he 
had completed his studies and taken up a job. It would not bother 
him if he did not listen to his mother. Subhadra broke into tears. 
She remembered her husband. She wished he were not dead. 
He died so young and left her to live such a miserable life. Did 
she live to hear from her son such harsh words, she who had 


devoted her life to bringing him up? 


Her aunt-in-law tried to console her, ‘Have patience. Why 
do you lose patience over sucha trifle?’ 
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Subhadra lay quietly without touching food and water. Sarat 
came back in the evening. Though he still felt irritated, he was 
feeling contrite for his behaviour. He came and sat by his mother. 


His mother lay on the mud floor. He massaged her limbs. 


‘Please don’t cry. If you would feel happy if I got married, 


I have no problem. Fix it wherever you like.’ 


Sarat wept. His mother’s heart melted seeing tears in 
Sarat’s eyes. Subhadra rose to her feet. She wiped Sarat’s tears. 
Mother and son sat down to eat. Sarat happily ate the curry 
prepared by his mother with great relish. 


Looking at her son, Subhadra tried to recall the past. 


VI 


Sarat got married. The bride’s family was not well-off. It 
was not possible on their part to give any dowry. Sarat went and 
saw the girl. His mother did not go to see her. Her son had 
selected her; she had no objection to it. The day the bride’s 
father came to her house, she had told him, ‘We don’t own a 
concrete house. Only a thatch and mud house. It is up to you 


whether you give your daughter in marriage to this house.’ 


It seemed as though her feet did not touch the ground on 
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the day of her son’s wedding. When her son took a handful of 
rice from her and went out decked up as a groom, Subhadra 
looked at the stars twinkling at the sky. She had never thought 
that one day her children would really grow up and marry and 


start families of their own. 


Sarat returned with his bride. The bride was five feet tall, 
petite and fair. She took her in her arms. Women of the village 
gathered round her. Subhadra shouted at them to step aside for 
the bride would feel suffocated if she was surrounded from all 
sides like this. At long last, God had fulfilled her wish. She had 
brought a daughter-in-law to her house. Her life was transformed. 
She was now a mother-in-law. She would rule the household 
and her son and daughter-in-law would do her bidding. The house 
will be full of her grandchildren. The Dash family will reclaim its 
past glory. Her daughter-in-law could not understand this wish 
of her mother-in-law. Though initially things went on in a smooth 
manner, the usual conflicts between a daughter-in-law and 
mother-in-law started to surface and Sarat suffered the worst, 


caught between them. 


He had brought a wife to lighten the burden of his mother 
but.. Sarat felt heart-broken. He could not think of a way out. 
He tried to smoothen the relationship between his mother and his 
wife. But things went from bad to worse. Love tumed into hatred. 
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After two years, a son was born to Sarat. Subhadra’s joy 
knew no bounds. The grandson became the bridge between the 


daughter-in-law and her mother-in-law. 
A new chapter opened in their life. 


Subhadra desperately wanted to script this chapter. For 
so long she had eagerly waited for this day. But her daughter-in- 
law did not understand her feelings. Sarat could not strike a 
balance between the new and the old. For him the old had lost 


none of its significance and the new had an equal attraction. 


Time flew and never came back. It relentlessly marched 


forward. 


One day, aunt-in-law fell ill. Her last moments had amived. 


It was she who had helped Subhadra in every step of her life. 


Binod completed his studies. But his obstinacy destroyed 
the peace of the household. After he finished his studies, he 
expressed a wish to get marned immediately. He never took his 
mother’s words seriously. He forgot his brother’s help after his 
examination. He knew it was foolish to carry the burden of the 
past. Clever people always looked ahead. Sometimes Sarat 


complained to his mother when he got fed up with Binod. 


Both were her sons. Still, she did not like Binod’s ways. 
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She vented her anger saying how much responsibility would the 
eldest son carry? Sometimes, she would make Sarat sit beside 
her and tell him an episode from the Bhagabata. She would say 
all these are stories about people who followed the path of 
righteousness. 
Once a traveller while passing through a dense jungle 
saw a ferocious lion. The traveller broke into a cold sweat 
in fear. He ran for his life. The lion followed him. After a 
while, the traveller grew tired. He was sure he would be 
devoured by the lion but clunbed up a tree in a last attempt 
to save himself. 


A bear was already sitting on the tree. The traveller got 
scared seeing the bear. But he took shelter near the bear. 
He said, ‘Please save me.’ 

The bear assured him and took the responsibility of saving 
him from the lion. 

As the traveller was very tired he dozed off to sleep. 
Standing at the bottom of the tree, the lion said to the 
bear, ‘Look brother! Don’t trust that man. Throw him 
down and let me eat him.’ The bear could not do it. He 
didn’t pay heed to the lion’s words. 


It told the lion off, ‘It is not in my nature to do unjust 

deeds. He is my responsibility. He has placed his faith in 

me. I can’t betray him.’ 

The lion did not argue any further. He waited patiently at 
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the bottom of the tree for the traveller to get down. 


The bear grew tired and fell asleep. It entrusted the traveller 
with the task of watching over him and fell asleep. 


The lion said to the traveller, ‘Hey brother! Why do you 
tie yourself to this illusion? How can you trust this bear? 
He is more dangérous than me. The moment I retreat 
from here, it will suck your blood. Till 1 am present here, 
it will not do any harm to you. Don’t trust him and throw 
him down. Let me pacify my hunger by eating it. Ihave 
no ill feelings toward you.’ 


The traveller found the words of the lion convincing. He 
didn’t think twice about betraying the bear. He pushed 
the bear from the tree using all his strength. The bear 
clutched at a branch of the tree saved himself from falling 
on the ground. 


The lion said to the bear, ‘See, what happened? How 
did he behave? Now throw him down so that I can eat 
him. You had helped him. Now let him reap the 


consequences of his action.’ 


Hearing this, the bear said, ‘Oh, king of animals! Do not 
expect me to deviate from the path of righteousness. The 
traveller did this to me because of his ignorance. But T'11l 
not tum his faith into mistrust and deviate from my path 


of righteousness.’ 
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Saying this, Subhadra heaved a deep sigh. Despite Sarat’s 
attempts, Binod did not pursue the path of righteousness. No 
one could enjoy Binod’s wedding ceremony. Subhadra could 
not tie the handful of rice on his stole end. No auspicious patterns 
were painted on the floor. No altar was raised. No conch-shell 


was blown. 


Binod got married but did not bring his wife to the house. 
He chose to visit her at his in-laws’ place. By then Binod had 
completed his studies. He stood first in his MA examination. He 
had wiped out his mother and brother from his mind. If history 
moved in a straight line, no one would suffer in this world. But 
things don’t happen this way. Though bom from the same womb, 


the two brothers were endowed with opposite natures. 


Subhadra had thought that they would grow up to resemble 
Rama and Lakshman, and her enemies would be afraid of them. 
She had such dreams. But her dream would not come true. Her 
husband passed away, she survived looking at her children’s faces. 
As she had married off her daughter, she felt half her 
responsibilities were over. She had thought her two sons would 
become learned and be men among men. They were the sons of 
a widow. The villagers would see that her sons blossomed like 


lotuses; they did not become worms in filthy water. 


But she got the first shock from Binod. He married 
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according to his wish. He did not listen to his brother’s words. 


‘Really, no one cares for Sarat. How could Binod forget 
all his sacrifices and hard work? But God protects the meek. 
May Goddess Mangala be with him.’ She folded her hands in 


reverence to Goddess Mangala. 


Her children went along different paths of life. She and her 
aunt-in-law, Jhintika lived in the dilapidated thatched house. The 
plight of this old woman lying on her sick bed filled her heart with 
sadness. She thought of this old woman’s generosity and how 
she had supported her. If she had not stood by her in her hour of 
need, could she have shaped the lives of her children? 


What did she get from all this? Her aunt-in-law tumed 


on the bed. How many days would she live? 


Subhadra felt alone in a house full of her children and 
grandchildren. She could not look after her aunt-in-law. The lamp 
of her life was about to go out. It was just a matter of time. What 
could she give her? Would she not be guilty of having neglected 
her? Did she try to restore the lost glory of the Dash family to see 
this day? In the story of her struggle, each page was written in 
blood. Her aunt-in-law had played a part in writing this story. 


Her heart went out to the motherly old woman. She thought 
to herself—Everyone who has taken birth as a human being has 
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committed some sins. In life, this is unavoidable. Only a few can 
walk down the straight and narrow path of righteousness. I was 
a sinner. I inflicted much pain on this old woman to achieve my 
ends. I would have to expiate my sins. In all these twenty years, 
my conscience has bumnt in the fire of guilt. I have to make obscure 
penance for this. Is there a traitor like me in this world? I was her 
only hope. She spent all her life fulfilling my selfish needs. She 
must have expected that in her old days I would nurse her. But I 
am so mean. I have used her to meet my purpose and now left 
her to suffer alone. She waits for death. I could not look after her 
properly. I got engrossed in looking after my children and forgot 


my duty towards my old aunt-in-law. I must repent for my sin. 


Subhadra broke into tears. She had not read the 
Bhagabata for a long time. She had hoped that after her sons 
got mamied, her daughters-in-law would recite it to her. She had 
kept a set of the Bhagabata so carefully for this reason. She 
decided to read the Bhagabata sitting near her aunt-in-law. For 
a long time, she had not read anything aloud. She used to do so 
when she was a child. She had got a prize for recitation in her 
school. She started reading the eleventh canto from the 
Bhagabata— 

Udhaba says gently, ‘Lord Damodar now tell me, 

Those who die, where do they go 


and what form do they take? 
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How our soul leaves us and becomes a stranger? 
The soul does not remain confined to the body 
Those who are alive love the soul 

Then how does it leave the dear body, 

And never returns to it? 

This is a mystery to me, 


how will I understand it?’ 


‘Udhaba, when you ask me this, 

I will tell you the Yama scripture. 

I have said this before to holy men. 
The living being s life span 

The space and the time 

First it seems like an iron image 

It invokes the soul 

Come here, reside in it. 

The soul tells me look here 

I have earned this house 

How will I desert it? 

I cannot enter that form 

Hearing this, the time and timelessness 
Hide the pot 

they show a brass pot 

And say to the soul to enter this 
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That pot is old 

and did not suit you 

Look at this new form 

And enter this form if you can...” 

Jhintika turned on her side and looked at her daughter-in- 
law. It seemed as if through that glance she defined their 
relationship. Subhadra rose and brought nirmalya water and 
poured it into her aunt-in-law’s mouth. Tears flowed from her 
eyes. Aunt-in-law was looking at Subhadra, a sudden wind 
wafted into the room and blew off the clay lamp. When she 
rekindled the lamp, she found the old woman had already left 
this mortal world. Subhadra wept inconsolably. She wailed 
bitterly. No one was there with her. How her aunt-in-law had 
helped her in bringing up her children! But Subhadra now became 
utterly lonely. 


Memories of her past haunted her. The day her husband 
passed away, Subhadra had lost her consciousness. Her eyes 
had become swollen from crying. Her hands bled as the broken 
pieces of her bangles had pierced them. It was then her aunt-in- 
law had come to her and consoled her. Later, Subhadra would 
grow angry with her, tell her off, but she never uttered a word of 


protest. 


Subhadra wished her children were near her at this time. 
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Sarat had no time to spare from his bank job. The lecturer’s job 
Binod was doing kept him busy. Both of them could not be at 
their grandmother’s deathbed. Her eldest daughter-in-law had 
been to her parental house. Subhadra placed her hand on her 


forehead. 


VII 


The house was empty. The same old mud house had stood 
there for thirty years. It may collapse in a storm or high wind. 
During the floods of the nineteen fifty-five, water had entered the 
house and washed away the old wing. There was no place to 
shelter oneself. This house was built then by plastering some 
mud on bamboos. As it had been kept in good repair, it was still 


in a good condition. How long would it continue like this? 


Subhadra Devi was deep in thought. Her two sons now 
stood on their own feet. Won't they build a house? Whom will 
she say this to? Perhaps Sarat will understand her. But he has 
three children. His wife was ill most of the time. What would he 
say? Will no one live in this house after her death? She was 
determined to save the Dash family by bringing up her children. 
But if she did not build a pucca house? What would people say? 


Binod would be able to do this easily if he wished. But 
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why should he care for it? He is a lecturer in a prestigious college. 
He is very conscious of his status. Very rarely does he come to 
visit his mother in the village. He gives the impression as if he had 


come to a relative’s house. 


Subhadra Devi grew worried as she thought of building a 
concrete house. She will have to build a house at any cost. If 
there was a house, her children would feel attached to it. She did 
not have a single penny with her. She would discuss this with 
Sarat. He may not refuse her. How much money will he be able 


to give to build a pucca house? 


Subhadra Devi thought of Sarat. She always felt Sarat was 
really meek. From his birth, he had faced lot of difficulties in life. 
Sometimes he got angry, but in realty, he was worth his weight in 
gold. The day some villagers planned to go on a pilgrimage, she 
had written a letter to her daughter-in-law, but did not get any 
reply. She had also written to Binod. If he sent some money, she 
would go on pilgrimage. Subhadra had waited for his reply for a 
long time. One day like an untimely cloud, Binod arrived. He 
threw some fruit which he had brought with him on the floor and 
said, ‘Don’t you have anything to do? Will the world collapse if 
you don’t go on a pilgrimage? I’ve not a single penny with me. 


I’ve recently joined duty after I got transferred.’ 
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He went away as hurriedly he had come. Subhadra 


remained silent. If only Sarat would come—she sighed. 


Sarat arrived bringing the train tickets for her. He also gave 
her some money. He saw her off at the station. She went to all 
the places of pilgrimage in India. She prayed that goddess Mangala 


should always be with Sarat. 


The moon shone in the sky and its rays fell on the holy tulsi 
altar. Lying on it, Subhadra Devi thought of her two sons. 


The occasion of habisa during the month of Kartik was 
approaching. She wanted to go to Puri. Where will the money 
come from this year? She had thought she would not ask Sarat 
for money. She thought she would go to Cuttack and take money 
from Binod. She arrived in Cuttack with her luggage. The day 
she set off for Puri, Binod saw her off at the bus stand, giving her 
three rupees, ‘I’ve no money. You go to Bhubaneswar. Take 
money from brother. If you celebrate thirteen festivals in twelve 


months of a year like this...’ 
The bus conductor looked hard at her face. 


Would she argue with him? What would she tell him? Binod 
was no longer a child. He was now a lecturer. What would she 
tell him in the bus stand? When he was a student, he would go 
and bring money froin her whenever he needed it. He never asked, 
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‘Mother, where do you bring money from? Now when his turn 


has come...’ 


The moon hid behind coconut fronds. It must be late at 
night. Sleep eluded her. She had to cook a little. She was alone. 
She would make do with watered rice, but she never liked taking 
watered rice at night. At this age, she had to sit at the fireplace in 
the kitchen and cook her food... 


Sarat had left his wife for some days with her. His wife had 
been brought up in a town. How long could she live in a village? 
After her youngest daughter-in-law came, the elder started 
behaving strangely. Why should she live with her mother-in-law 
away from her husband? Many a time, Sarat wanted to take her 
back, but could not. But this time her daughter-in-law went to 


Bhubaneswar when she fell ill. 


Subhadra looked up at the moon. The moon belonged to 
all. She was a mother. How could she say only Sarat belonged 
to her, not Binod? She had carried both of them in her womb. 
She had suffered a lot on Binod’s account. She bore all his 
childhood pranks till he married. Yet, how could Binod become 
so selfish? How could she explain things to him? If these two 
brothers did not become careful, the house would collapse. Will 
she allow this to happen? If Binod did not give any money? No, 


no, she would try to persuade him. Sarat could be shown reason, 
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but Binod... Subhadra grew anxious. She felt that she was reaping 
the consequences of giving her children an education. If she had 
not educated them, they would have been lying here. When wings 
of birds grew strong, they fly away. 


Now she was alone. When her aunt-in-law was alive, she 
would talk shop with her. That there would not be a house on the 
homestead plot of Dash family; she would never be able to bear 
the though of that evening lamp would not be lit on her holy tulsi 


altar. She would never allow this to happen while she was alive. 


She rose to her feet. She prepared roti for herself. In her 
mind she kept scolding her two sons. For a moment, Subhadra 
Devi got scared: They were shaped by her hands. They have 
carved out an identity for themselves in society. This made her 


feel proud. That was why she had given them education. 


Suddenly, she felt an acute pain in her abdomen. She was 
not able to eat anything. The food was of no use, which she ate 
with such difficulty. 


Her stomach pain had started some years ago. Her sons 
had brought medicines for her, but these brought only temporary 
relief. The pain persisted. If only she could die. How long would 
she go on suffering like this? 


She had been so preoccupied with bringing up her children, 
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she never found time to pray to God. Some suggested that she 
get initiated by a holy man. Who would she make her Guru? So 
many charlatans came. Some days ago, a holy man had come to 
the village. The whole village gathered round him. Offering was 
to be made to the fire god. But he ran away with the unmarried 
daughter of Panda family. He had already four wives. Outwardly, 


he was an ascetic, but he secretly led the life of a married man. 


The person she would have made her guru passed away 
so young. He was unworldly, but he had knowledge of scriptures. 
He could explain the Vedas and the Upanishads bnilliantly. He 
had learnt Gita by heart. He would read the Bhagabata every 
day. He would not touch a grain of rice till he did not offer worship 
to the holy fire. He was her husband, her guru, and her god in this 
life and in the lives to come. When he died, the world seemed 
utterly empty to her. Why does God take away good souls early? 
Perhaps he would have deserted her like the Buddha did if he 
were alive. He used to stay away from home for days on end. 
After Binod took birth, he went away and no one knew where. 
Her father-in-law thought of filing a missing person case in the 
police station. But suddenly he re-appeared one day. His beard 
had grown over his face. His hair was dishevelled. He went straight 
into the prayer room and sat there without saying anything to 


anyone. 
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In the evening, when he did not come to have his meal, 
someone went to call him. He was crying. Such love for God! 
He seated her down near him and said, ‘The king of Madhupur 
said to me, ‘I would give you a house and land. You stay here.’ I 
stayed there for some days. Then I missed my children. So I 


came back. 1°11! go away again.’ 


Subhadra had shivered in fear. After such along time, he 
had come back. He might be unworldly, but he was her husband 
after all. He was mad after God. He could not be distanced from 
God. She could not attach him to herself. Even the children could 


not divert his mind. 


Subhadra heaved a deep sigh. Memories flooded into her 
mind whenever she thought of the past. One’s mind was like 


that. It went on remembering countless things. 


The moon was about to set, but sleep she could not. If she 


could snatch a little sleep, she would feel better. 


The house lay empty. There was no one in the mud house. 
If no one remained here, in a few days, white ants would devour 


it and it would fall in no time. 


She had hardened herself like a stone. She had embraced 
all sorrows. She had succeeded in giving a new light to Dash 
family. Only a house remained to be built. She dreamed of solid 
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pillars. A concrete house. Her eyes wandered to the distance. 


The bells jingled in the temple of Goddess Mangala. 


She lay down on the veranda. She did not know when 
sleep had overcome her. When she woke up, she found Sarat 
calling her. By then the sun had filled the house with light. Sarat 


had come to the village. 


It was a Sunday. 


VIII 


After much persuasion, Sarat agreed to build a house in 
the village. He gave some money to his mother. It seemed as 
though Subhadra Devi’s feet would not touch the ground. After a 
long time, her heart’s desire would be fulfilled. She started 
arranging things; the building of the house progressed. 


Subhadra often fell ill. All day long she would lie on the 
veranda and supervise the work. Now-a-days, no one was 
trustworthy; so she kept a vigil over the workers. Given a chance, 
they would take away the bricks. When her children were young, 
she never sought help from anyone. She worked hard and received 
the reward of her labour. She knew all were greedy. No one 


wanted to part with their money. She arranged money with so 
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much hardship to build a house. She did not want to waste a 


single penny. 


Subhadra was a conscientious woman. Sarat sometimes 
came home on holidays. He would feel assured seeing the house 
being built. As his mother grew weak, he would tell her to take 
her meals properly. He would not understand why she worked 
so hard. His responsibility was over by giving money to his 
mother. Subhadra would feel hurt by the behaviour of her younger 
son, Binod. He had not given a single rupee so far. She had 
hoped that he would contribute to the expenses for the building 
of the house. But she dared not say anything to him when he 
came home like a guest. One day she asked Binod, ‘Your brother 
has started building the house. You too should give some money.’ 


He raised his eyebrows in annoyance. ‘What was the need 
of building a concrete house in the village? Thuis is a rotten idea. 


Anyway, I’ve no money.’ 


Subhadra Devi cajoled him, but in vain. Binod was heard 
saying outside, ‘Mother had saved money to build the house.’ 
She felt sad and, at the same time, annoyed. Binod did not share 


her dream to build a concrete house at his birthplace. 


Her colic pain grew intense. She would press her abdomen 


in pain and lie for hours on the veranda. Her two sons spent their 
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time at their places of work. They did not have the time to come 
home, or to look after their mother. Subhadra Devi lived her life 
accepting her fate, waiting for death, which was sure to come. 
She would feel restless, as death did not come soon. She had 
tried to carry out all the responsibilities sincerely throughout her 
life. Others would decide how far she had succeeded in her 


endeavours. 


She lay uncared for in her mud house in the village. No 
one was there to give her a drop of water when she felt thirsty. 
Sometimes she would become delirious at night. She had to cook 
alittle food for herself. She cooked pressing her abdomen in her 


hands. But she had lost all her appetite. 


Children helped in one’s old age. She had thought her 
daughters-in-law would nurse her. Sons would look after her. 
But this did not come to happen, she felt utterly helpless. And 


death did not come to her. 


But she never told off her two sons. She feared her words 
might fall as curses on them! They were her own flesh and blood. 
She had toiled to bring them up. The house building work 
progressed steadily. She counted days. Last year, Sarat had 
shown her horoscope to an astrologer, who had predicted that 
only a year left before she died. She had never shown her 


horoscope to any astrologer. Why should she show it? At the 
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time of her marriage, an astrologer had made calculations and 
said, ‘The horoscope indicates that she would live long and lead 


a happy family life.’ 


But what happened? Al! these predictions were meant to 
console oneself. A distantly related sister-in-law came and 
massaged her limbs. Subhadra felt a little reassured. Her eyes 
filled with tears. She said, ‘1°11 not die so soon, Maina. Why did 
Istart building this cursed house? I have no time even to die. My 
own body gives me such pain. Why don’t I die? Maina could not 
say anything. She only gave her sister-in-law a blank stare. She 
lay before her; she was mere skin and bones. There was atime 
when her voice struck fear into everyone’s heart, but now she 


lay like an object. 


The house, which always used to remain spotlessly clean, 
was untidy. No meals were cooked here. Maina cleaned the 
house. She cooked a little food. She persuaded Subhadra but 


she did not rise to eat. 


‘Whatever I eat, this damn stomach throws up. I vomit the 
moment I eat. My back pain has grown severe. I can neither sit 
nor sleep properly. I had asked the eldest son to send me 


medicine. He had not sent it yet.’ Subhadra sighed. 
What had happened was destined to happen. Who lives 
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in this world forever? Who is your son or daughter or wife? 


Listen, Maina. I"lI tell you the story of Sati. 


Daksha was Sati’s father. Shiva was Sati’s husband. 
Daksha had started a jajna, but he had not invited his 
son-in-law, Shiva to this. Sati could not bear this insult. 
She wanted to prove the eminence of Shiva and came to 
the place where her father was performing the jajna. 
Daksha was inflamed when he saw Sati. He criticised 
her as she had come without being invited. 


Sati said irritably, ‘A wicked person thinks wicked 
thoughts. If you wear a yellow glass, the world will look 
yellow to you. Four kinds of people live in this world. 
One type does not look at anyone’s fault. Another kind 
look at the positive side of others, ignoring the negative 
qualities. They find space in their hearts for everyone. 
They only look at the virtues. There is no one in this world 
who has not a single virtue. The third type of people look 
at the virtues and vices of others and they praise or criticise 
them accordingly. They may be learned, talented and 
famous; but they get carried away in this process. They 
look at others as the reflection of the self, and regard 
others as self. A butcher does not look at an animal’s 
beauty; he tries to know how healthy it is. What quantity 
of meat it would give.’ 


Saying this, Sati jumped into the holy fire in humiliation 
and pain. 
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My condition is like hers. I cannot praise or criticise anyone. 
My sons are grown-up now, they are respected in society. They 
know what is right and wrong. Can I judge who is virtuous and 


whois vile? 


He left me alone in this world, my husband, whose hand I 
had held in life. When I was at my mother’s place, he had sent 
me a letter. That was his first and last letter to me. The letter was 
written in the form a poem. I have still kept it with me. I have 
followed his instructions to the letter. Let me read out the letter to 
you today. It is very old; the paper has yellowed. 

You must live your life according to ideas contained in this 
poem— 

To perpetuate the Lord’ creation 

You, O Woman, took birth in this world. 

You have intelligence, affection and conscience 

But your heart is filled with worldly desires 

It is full of illusions and attachments 

You harbour many resentments 

Get rid of all that, O lady 

And rule this household. 

You will be known as a conscientious woman 

Here I write your virtues 

In your childhood, you served your parents 


And worshipped your elders 
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As you came here 

You had all the determination. 

Learn to have self-restraint 

Increase your affection every moment 
Remain in my house 

And obey me 

You need not perform any ritual 

If only you serve me heartily. 

Obey my words 

And follow these rules. 

Clean the household and 

Cook food with love 

First serve me food 

Then you take what is left 

Like the shadow remain with me, 

Wish for my happiness. 

I brought you some books 

Read them carefully. 

When you come here 

Win my heart with your humility 

Don t fill your heart with anger 

Or speak harsh words and never nag me 
Dont ever try to have control over me 
Calm your self and remember me all the time 


Be devoted to me when you come here 
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Remain pure and wear clean clothes 

Please me when you are here 

Dont think of jewellery, don't think of that 
Say sweet words, and be soft-spoken 
Worship me as your lord. 

When I am away, don t be sad, but think of me. 
Be content with doing household chores 
Accept calmly whatever comes in your way 
Be it sorrow or happiness. 

You know how Sita wished for the golden deer 
And suffered so much 

She was in every way a goddess 

She was the mother of the Universe 

Seeing her alone, the demon Ravana 

How he inflicted pain on her 

Lord Rama saved her 

Without her his world became dark 

Savitri could for her chastity 

Bring back her husband s life 

When you follow these women 

be devoted to your husband 

Resentment, jealousy, pride, pretensions 
Gods forbid these vices 

Practice self-restraint, 


don t give your mind to temptations 
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Hands, feet, eyes, your liveliness, 
don t ever show anger in any way 
When you give up vices, 

you would win my love 

If you are from a good family 

You would like my words 

What more can I write 

I am an ignorant, unworldly man. 
I am afraid of ridicule 

Dont criticise my poem 

1 have no good looks or qualities 
The lord gave me a beautiful wife 
1 did not wish for a wife, 

but the lord tied me with her. 

If you want to be with me, 

give up anger and come to me. 
My words would not be false; 
you will be happy 

if you follow my words... 


N.B: Let no one reads my letter except you. After 


reading the letter, throw it into water. 1 was sitting near the 


Gokarneswar temple when thoughts of you came to me. I 


scribbled these lines in verse. Please read this letter of an 


unworldly man once in a week. 
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‘I had never complained then, what would I say now? I 
keep my feelings to myself.’ Subhadra Devi sighed. Tears rolled 


down her pale cheeks. 


Subhadra Devi kept quiet. No, it was not possible on her 
part to bear the pain. Her condition grew serious day by day. 
Her legs swelled. Her face looked distorted. Villagers would 
come and comfort her, but they would gossip at her back. Her 
two sons were well settled, but there was no sign of theirs when 
she was suffering so much. Did she bring them up, bearing such 
hardship, to see this day? What she needed was care from her 
sons at this moment. But what do they do? Hell with the education 
that they have received. Hell with the jobs. They have left their 
mother in this pitiable condition. Will God forgive them? 


Everyone sympathised with her. Subhadra looked at them, 
saw them all, but did not say a word to anyone. She did not want 
to write to her sons till then. One day, Sarat amived like an untimely 
cloud. He saw the thin body of lus mother. Villagers poured abuse 
on him. He could not let her rot and die while he was alive. She 
did not want to lie on a sick bed in a hospital. But he would not 
listen to her. This time he would not do as she said. He would 
admit her in a hospital. She should not be left unattended waiting 


for death. 
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Sarat thought it over and admitted his mother in a nursing 


home in Cuttack. 


IX 


Sarat sat in a room in the nursing home. His mother lay 
motionless on the bed. The syringe of the saline bottle had been 
inserted into the vein on her left hand. Sarat was thinking of his 
mother’s sacrifices. How much she had done! Her struggle to 
protect the honour of the Dash family had become something of 


a legend in Khanditar. 


His mother was so helpless. Sarat felt guilty. He could not 
nurse his mother. He cursed himself. He thought that nothing could 
be sadder than this. His backbone seemed to have broken. He 
kept looking at her intently. He was like a traveller who had lost 
his way. He wondered what shape his future would take. He 


was gripped by fear when he thought of the future. 


Now and then, his mother’s words came to his mind. That 
day she had said, ‘If I had lived ten years more, I would have 
seen your children grow up. My death would not affect anyone. 
Only you would feel my absence.’ This was true. Sarat was so 


heavily dependent on his mother. 
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His mother was dying. She had cut off all ties of worldly 
attachment and was set to fly out of the cage. She looked at 
Sarat and said, ‘Put a bow! in my hand and offer a handful of 


rice. Don’t spend much when I am dead.’ 


He could not keep his mother’s last wish. Was he her real 


heir? 


Sarat cursed himself. He had watched his mother for the 
last forty years. Like clouds on the sky, his mother’s words and 
deeds drifted across his mind. When his mother’s kind eyes closed, 
he felt as though the ground had slipped from beneath his feet. 


He thought of his mother and tears followed from his eyes 
incessantly. His mother was his family’s living history. When he 
turned the pages of this history, he read so many tales of sorrow. 


These stories entered his blood and ran through his veins. 


She was fighting for her life, lying on a bed in a nursing 
home. Sarat looked at the skeletal body of his mother. Binod 
had not yet come. All of a sudden, he would dash into the room 


and go out in the same manner. 


Subhadra’s condition grew a little better. Everyone felt 
reassured. But she needed blood immediately. Blood was not 
available in the blood bank. Sarat’s friends came forward to help. 
They donated blood and showed that they were his true friends. 
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Slowly, her condition improved. She tried to rise from the 
bed. She did not like the bed in the nursing home. She longed to 


go back to her village, her place of work. 


Again and again, she said, ‘The construction of the house 
is not finished yet. How the daughter-in-law would manage on 
her own? I feel so weak; otherwise I would have gone back to 
my village long since.’ 

Her two sons kept quiet. Relatives visited her. She gave 
them blank looks. As if they were useless and insignificant in the 
pages of the book of her life. She felt suffocated in the nursing 


home. She longed to eat some salty condiments. 


Mother would not die. Sarat heaved a deep sigh. By just 
being alive, she could provide the strength of a rock. No wind 
could moveit. She repeatedly said, ‘Why do you spend so much 
money on me. I know 1°11 die soon. The other world beckons 
me.I want to go to Puri. I long to see the round eyes of lord 
Jagannath. If you arrange the trip, I can go. You have to worry so 


much on my account. Why do you think I will get well?’ 


“You two are fatherless children. Never part and divide 
the property. What will people say? Binod is no longer a child. 
Why does not he understand anything? With your help, I could 
go to centres of pilgrimage. I had thought I would come to your 
aid. But I know I would not live. I had come to this Dash family 
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holding your father’s hand. I lost my husband at a young age. I 
spent my life looking at your faces. Now your wings have grown 
strong, you have learnt to fly. You know what is right and what is 
wrong. I have done my duty. No one can blame me. Do not 
quarrel with each other and destroy yourselves as did the 
progenies of King Jadu in the Dwapara era. Learn to live. Leam 


to love.’ 


She kept saying many such things. She turned over pages 
of the book of her life. She forgot all this as her heart yearned to 
go to Puri in the month of Kartik. 


She knew her life was approaching its end, but her sons 
consoled her. She was feeling better; she even helped her youngest 
daughter-in-law in household chores. She would talk to her 
grandson in the evening. She felt glad that her family line was 
secure. Her endeavour to save the Dash family had not been in 
vain. When her eldest son married, she had prayed to God to 


bless her with countless grandchildren. 


Her prayers had been answered. Her grandsons had grown 
up. She helped to rear them. They grew up in her care. All her 
responsibilities were now over. They had started going to school. 
She had never thought that she would be able to bring up her 
children when she was left alone with three children; she had 


found herself drift in deep sea. 
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She did not heed to the spiteful gossips of the villagers. 
She had been able to grow lotuses in a ditch. Now her life’s 


work was over and she was free. 


Today was chaturdashi, the day before the full-moon night. 
She would go to Puri. Her eldest son, Sarat had not yet come 


home. She was waiting for him. 


She would have a glimpse of Lord Jagannath. Many 


devotees would have gathered there. 


Sarat had promised to take her to Puri in ataxi. She was 


not feeling well that day. Whatever she ate, she threw up. 


Subhadra looked at the door. She sat waiting for Sarat. It 
was already six in the evening. She had pleaded with him, but he 
did not come home early. She wanted to say something, but 
could not utter a word. She gestured to her youngest daughter- 
in-law. It was as if she was telling her to read the Bhagabata, 
which had been placed by her side. She said slowly, ‘The time 
for me to leave has come. I can see a cart. Bullocks are fixed to 
it. I will go. Please comb my hair. Where have you kept my new 
clothes? Bring them. Let me finish all this work. The cart is waiting 


for me.’ 


Her younger daughter-in-law read the Bhagabata sitting 


beside her. 
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Eleventh Canto- Chapter Twelve 

Hearing Udhaba 5s words, thus spoke Madhusudan. 
You want to know the mystery of the human soul 
the living being $ salvation, 

You may master all scriptures 

But no one can define Him, 

That is why He is called the Infinite. 

Ignorance and knowledge are part of me 


It is manifested in the form of life. 
Binod called, ‘Mother, mother...’ 


Subhadra kept looking in the direction of the gate, time 


and again. 


Those who sat beside her did not realise that her last 
moment had come. Suddenly, she hiccupped. Intense hiccups 
brought out everything from her stomach. And then she became 
quiet and cold. Her head fell to a side. 


Her son and daughter-in-law gave her water mixed with 
holy basil leaves and nirmalya. It did not go in but came out of 
the mouth. 


Subhadra was no more. She had departed from this world. 
Binod and his wife started crying disconsolately. Sarat had not 
armived yet. 
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xX 


Mother’s death rituals were performed properly. Brahmins 
and villagers praised Sarat, who had completed all tasks efficiently. 
He did everything calmly. But he felt guilty in his heart. Mother 
had told him to offer her a bowl of rice while she was dying. But 
he could not do it. He could not see her in her last moment. He 


could not look after her when she was alive. 


Relatives went back one after the other. But Sarat could 
not sleep at night. From the day his mother died, he wept in the 
darkness of the night. He could not stop crying. He cried out of 
guilt as he had failed to perform his duties as a son. Tears can 
never wipe a away a sin. He could not decide his place in the 
story, which his mother had scripted. He never believed in a 
partial life. He was only a part in his mother’s complete life. Who 
could have forgiven him; she was now no more. She was lost 
forever. She had been burnt to ashes. He collected only a handful 
of ashes. Before her death, she had told so many times, ‘When I 
die, do drop my ashes in the holy Ganges.’ 


She was no longer alive to see anything. Her face flashed 


before her eyes. His mind conjured up her image. 


The two cows were no longer there. They had been sold 
off. Her eldest daughter-in-law had failed to look after the cows. 
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The mud house was covered with white ants. Sitting on 
the veranda of the newly-built house, Sarat kept brooding. All 
night long, sleep eluded him. Crows started cowing. His younger 
brother, Binod had prepared everyone to go to the river. He had 
no time to spare. He would have problems, if he did not go back 
to his place of work. With whom would Sarat talk? About the 
future? About the history of Dash family? About this and that? 


Sarat’s eyes closed in spite of himself. Suddenly someone’s 
call roused him. He heard Binod, saying, ‘Brother, I am leaving. 


My wife and children are accompanying me.’ 


He could not hold him back. He had no power to hold 
anyone back. One whom he had wanted to stay on was no longer 


alive. Binod left. One by one, everyone left. 


Two labourers came to demolish the mud house. They 
asked Sarat for his permission. He could not give a reply. The 
mud house collapsed before his eyes. Sarat kept looking at it— 
the witness to his mother’s existence crumbled. The mute witness 


to the history of Dash family mingled with the soil. 


The last lamp of the old generation of Dash family went 
out. She had turned into a handful of ashes. Another chapter had 
been added to this history. 


Sarat looked around. He was not the real heir of the Dash 
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family. He had not done his duty by his mother. His sin was 


unforgivable. 


The history of Dash family was the tear-filled story of a 
helpless woman. History would punish those who were guilty. 
Sarat stood like a culprit. Before his eyes, the old mud house 
collapsed. The house which was built by his mother was no more. 


Sarat looked at it, stupefied. 


It had been only thirteen days since Subhadra had left this 


place forever. 


Sarat remembered what the famous poet Pablo Neruda 
had said, ‘Mother! I lean over your closed eyes, they will go on 
giving me the light and the greatness, the simplicity and the honesty, 


the goodness and the naturalness you sowed on earth.’ 


oH ok ok 
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The Riverbank 
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Muktikanta lay awake at night and kept thinking. The lecture 
given by Swami Prajnananda had a strong effect on his mind. 
Muktikanta was bored with family life. He had never experienced 
the security of a father’s love. His mother had left him entangled 
in worldly ties. After her untimely death, he no longer had a 
mother’s affection. He felt unwanted amidst the joys and sorrows 


of his wife and children. He felt lost. 


It does not matter if one feels lost, what matters is where 
you lose yourself. A river loses itself in the sea and becomes a 
part of it. A river losing itself and becoming a part of the sea is not 
the same thing. A river is finite, it has two banks that define it. But 
when a river falls into the sea, it becomes the sea. It becomes a 
life-time experience for the river. It does not lose anything. It 
simply gets released from its ties. It gets liberated from its limits 
and becomes infinite. Its union with the infinite sea makes it 
unbounded. It finds fulfilment. 


Muktikanta listened to Prajnananda attentively. 
Prajnananda’s face grew brighter. It seemed as if the full moon 
appeared on the sky. 
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Prajnananda said, ‘Human beings differ in their minds. The 
mind is always full of confusion. The mind is not one but many. 
When we rise above the mind, we can go beyond everything. 
When there is no mind, there would be no judgements, no 
differences, no conflicts. What would be left then? Nothing. What 
would remain cannot be expressed through words. It is 
indescribable. One must analyse a thing in order to express it in 
words. By this the mind would again fall into pieces. The infinite 
beyond the mind would disappear. Iam not a Hindu, nor a Muslim 
nor a Christian. I am not Prajnananda. Truth, consciousness, bliss 


exist beyond the mind.’ 


Muktikanta listened to all this in rapt attention. He never 
listened to the lectures given by teachers in his school and college 
days. He asked himself, ‘Muktikanta, will you be able to free 
yourself from worldly attachments? Will you be able to rise above 
your mind? Will you be able to lose yourself completely and 


dissolve into that state like a river dissolves into the sea?’ 


The questions hit his mind like the waves hit the sea shore. 
He looked at his past. At his family which he had raised. What is 
there except flesh and blood? He had neglected his mother on 


account of his family! 


Muktikanta felt that he was no longer a human being in 


flesh and blood. He has covered large distance riding many boats. 
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Many boatmen have ferried him. Whom would he ask who were 
the boatmen, and which boat carried him across the river of life? 
How could he go back? He has forgotten the river, the boat, the 
riverbank, the boatmen. He has to go away without looking back. 


Mutktikanta kept thinking—No, he is a chained animal. It 
is his nature to remain in chain. He is tied to the boat, to the 
riverbank. It is not easy to withdraw from all this. He is attached 
to his wife and children. How could he leave them? He would 
not leave them at any cost. They would feel irritated if he left 
them. They would be angry and say that he had gone mad. That 
he was a fool. Does anyone in his senses leave his wife and 


children? Can a boat be separated from its moorings? 


He would remain tied to that bank. He would die there. 
Do you hear me? His feet are in chains. He cannot shatter that 
chain. He lies imprisoned in a beautiful house, built of bricks and 
marble. It is his grave. He cannot move out of it. He has no wish 


to move from here. He has no desire to do so! 


Muktikanta’s desire for salvation has no meaning; he would 


never succeed in attaining it. 


Muktikanta heard Prajnananda’s words. He examined 
each and every word of Prajnananda. Is he in a state of 


obliviousness? Ifnot, why is he tied to a bank? 
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Prajnananda told a story. It was a full-moon night. The 
moon shone brightly in the sky. The moonlight lay on the trees, 
the river, the land and the boat. Four friends were drinking. They 
were drinking to forget their sorrows. They also drank to make 
themselves happy. They wanted to enjoy the loveliness of the 
moonlit night in this state. They sat in a boat. They rowed the 
boat. It produced ripples on the water. The image of the moon 
got shattered. The sound of rowing grew louder. The boat moved. 
A cool breeze was blowing slowly. The reflection of the full moon 


floated on the river. 


They enjoyed the moonlit night. Slowly, the darkness faded. 
Their bodies shivered in the cold breeze. Their drunkenness 
decreased. One of the friends said, ‘How much distance we 
have covered? Who knows? We have rowed the boat all night. 
Now it is time to go back. Would anyone get down and see how 
far we have travelled? If you can’t make out, ask someone. Which 
direction did we take, the east or the west or the south or the 
north?’ Hearing this, one of the friends got down from the boat. 
He only started laughing. He laughed and laughed. Other friends 
wondered why he was laughing like this. May be he had gone 
mad. ‘Why do you laugh so loudly?’ But he kept laughing. Another 
friend got down from the boat. He also laughed and laughed, 


and sat down silently. 
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The third one got angry. ‘You've gone crazy. You are 
laughing instead of asking someone to tell us where we are.’ Like 
a valiant man, he also got down from the boat. But the same 
thing happened. He also started laughing. Many people gathered 


around them. 


The fourth one also joined them and roared with laughter. 


The crowd looked on in amazement at the four friends. 


One from the crowd asked, ‘Why are you laughing like 
this?’ The first friend said, ‘All our efforts were futile. It was a 
lovely moon-lit night. We came on a boat ride on the river. We 
rowed the boat all night. The boat swayed and produced a rippling 
sound in the water. We thought we had travelled a great distance. 
Now, we find the boat had been moored to the bank all the 
while. 


‘Like this, human beings are in chains.’ Prajnananda said. 


Muktikanta kept musing over this. He has gone several 
times on pilgrimage. He has travelled to the four dhamas sacred 
to Hindus and prostrated himself before the deities. Everywhere 
he offered worship. But nothing came out of this. He always 
went back to his worldly life. He keeps worshipping deities. He 
goes on pilgrimages. But he remains tied to the bank. He feels as 
if he has travelled too far; but he has not been able to free himself 
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from the bank. The riverbank holds him back. No, no, he is 
holding on to the riverbank tightly. May be he is not walking on 
the right path. Perhaps, he has no courage to travel down the 
path of life. How would he walk without courage? How would 
he walk, he was in self-doubt. He is arguing with himself. He 


cannot gather courage; he needs love to walk the path of life. 


Muktikanta was deep in thought. He could not walk, but 
there are many like him, who took this journey of life. They had 
courage to do this. They were in love with Buddha, Jesus Christ, 
and Ramakrishna. They expressed sincere love and reverence 
for them. Otherwise, they would not have embarked upon this 
journey. They would not have followed their sayings. As they 
followed them, they fell in love with their ideals and could gather 


the courage to walk towards the goal. 


As they walked, they negotiated paths, they sometimes 
took a wrong direction, again came back, and resumed the 
Journey along right path. He has not yet fallen in love with the 
Buddha or Jesus or Sri Ramakrishna. He has not searched for a 
new path. He has not knocked on any door. Then how would he 
find the right path? He has always travelled along the path 
crowded by people. In this crowd, he has experienced others’ 
resentment, indifference, hatred. But he has not searched for the 
truth in the middle of the crowd. People would have termed him 
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a mad manif he had done so. People would not have made way 
forhim. 


Would Muktikanta become mad? It would be good if he 
became mad. He knew two mad professors. They were slightly 
different from others. Later, they became completely insane. They 
were kept confined in an asylum. The asylum became their house. 
The psychiatrist discussed with their family and wanted to know 
what the two talked to each other. They looked through a chink 
and tried to eavesdrop on them. The two had talked at random. 
Both were kings in their hearts. If one talked of heaven, another 
talked of hell. But if one spoke, the other one grew silent. He 
would begin only after his companion stopped. Like this they 
talked on for hours on end. They talked at cross-purposes. 
They went on like this, but why did one grow silent when the 
other one spoke? He nodded his head as if he understood 
everything. They wanted to understand why they were doing 
this. 

‘Do you think we are mad? This is the rule of a 


conversation. We are simply following the rule.’ one of them shot 
back. 


Muktikanta thought— That’s true. We have to talk to 
each other. We have to be engaged in conversation. He would 


appear like a human being only after this. 
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Mutktikanta remembered a story written by Khalil Gibran. 
He had read this story when he was a student. Those were the 
days when he used to spend whole nights reading books. One of 
his friends had gone mad and been admitted in an asylum. Once 
he went there to see him. His friend was sitting in the huge garden 
of the asylum. He seemed very cheerful and happy. How could 
he show his sympathy to someone who seemed happy? His mad 
friend was singing. He was touching the trees, and caressing the 


flowers. He was mad, so he did whatever he liked. 


What did Khalil Gibran do? As he had come this far, so he 
could not go back without meeting his friend. He had to 
sympathise with his friend. He went up to him, placed his hands 
on his shoulder and said, ‘Friend! I feel so sorry to find you 
here.’ The mad friend laughed and said, ‘Actually you should 
feel happy for me. The day I came here, I realised I escaped 
from an asylum. I feel sad that you are still inside the world- 


asylum; madness exists outside the boundary walls of the asylum. 


nl 


Muktikanta pondered over Khalil Gibran’s story. How 
true! I am mad for my wife, my house, my office. He picked up 


a paper from the table and scribbled onit. Many things crowded 
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into his mind. He wrote on. How he did not get promotion in his 
office, how a Professor secured a job for his son through the 
backdoor, how his neighbours opposed him while he was building 


boundary walls— he wrote all this. 


He heard a dog barking on the street. What a nuisance. 
Why did the dog choose to bark at a time like this? Could it not 
have done so some other time? This bloody dog won’t let anyone 


work in peace. 


Muktikanta remembered his college days. He used to be 
in love with a girl in his class. He would chat with her for hours on 
end standing under a tree inside the university campus. Then a 
dog used to bark at him; it seemed as if he was competing with 


him for the girl’s attention. 


Muktikanta wrote the story of his life. Many people, trees, 
animals found their way into this narrative. Thoughts of those 


who had betrayed him disturbed his peace of mind. 


Muktikanta wondered to whom he would show this piece 
of paper? One who would read this would conclude that he was 
mad. Yes, all human beings are mad. Numberless ideas confuse 
the human mind and make him mad. Is it not mad to live a life 
without a goal? Did Muktikanta ever thought of all this? All this 
lay hidden inside him all these years and they would remain inside 
him. 
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Was he really in love with the girl during his college days? 
Love is called a bondage. Is it right to submit to this bond. But 
one had to remain tied to in a relationship. He had written in his 
marriage invitation, ‘We are going to be tied each other by the 
bond of marriage.’ Really, he was tied to his wife. It is difficult to 
be sever from this bond. How can he free himself from the love 
of his wife? Love longs to be free. Love opens the door. It 
spreads like the fragrance of flowers. Love is the path to absolute 
freedom. 


Mutktikanta thought that his love was bondage. There’s no 


trace of freedom init. 


If love was not bondage, why did he feel jealous? If 
someone looked at his wife or talked to her, why did he become 
angry? Why would he feel like rushing towards the man 
vindictively? 

Is not love a bondage? Muktikanta thought if that was not 
death of love? Everywhere love was being slaughtered. Human 
beings may be murdered. But love? The body of human beings 


decay, not the soul. 


The soul is eternal, it lives forever. Love is also eternal. 
Here, the number of people who slain love is larger. They slay 


love like a butcher slaughters goats or cows. 
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Muktikanta closed his eyes. It was as though he could see 
love being butchered all the time. A father demands love from his 
children. Amother demands love from her children. Everybody 
tries to establish their claim over someone. There is an attempt to 
make all this process legal. Is love bound by law? Is love tied to 


the question of claim? 


Mutktikanta thought of his wife. Does he really love his 
wife? If he loved her, would he feel being in chains? Why would 
he try to establish his claim over her? Why would he pour his 


anger on her at the slightest instance? 


His wife was no better. She would talk back to him. 
‘Because you have a job and you provide for me, you criticise 
me? And beat me? I have given birth to your children. I am 
rearing them, I am feeding them. I work like a housemaid in this 
house.’ Tears would roll down her cheeks like rains in the month 


of Shravana. Her face would swell. 


It is difficult to understand women. No, more accurately, 
it is difficult to understand one’s wife. She would go on, ‘I’m 


getting old. That’s why your love has lessened.’ 


In his life, this episode has happened over and over again. 
Muktikanta would say, ‘Listen Ramei’s Mother, why do you say 


such vile things? I love you and my heart is full of you. I swear a 
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thousand times, I swear in the name of the lord, I love you. You 
are so beautiful. The fragrance of your body excites me. Even 


the fragrance of flowers is nothing compared to it.’ 


Muktikanta had to say this. If he didn’t, there’s no way 
out of the conflict. He could not relax after a day’s work at his 
office. He cannot sit in peace for an hour or so. A man has to 
say that he loves his wife. He is utterly helpless. One has to talk 
in this manner to his mother, father, wife, daughter, friends and 
all— ‘Yes, of course, I love you. My life has no meaning without 


you.’ 


But is it really love? One has to express one’s love openly, 
though there is no feelings within one’s heart. Muktikanta felt 
sad. Everything grew quiet. The world outside him grew dark. 


Prajnananda’s words came to his mind. 


You are a light unto yourself. If you remain in the dark, 
who would serve as a source of light? Try to be the first to bring 
light into the dark. 


Muktikanta had to kindle a light. Which light? The light of 
the Lord? Who is the Lord? Muktikanta does not believe in the 
existence of God. The Lord is only a realisation, he is not a person. 
The realisation of God begins with love. Is there any need for 


rituals then? Why does Muktikanta perform so many rituals? He 
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has not become tired by going from temple to temple, breaking 
coconuts before the deities. He goes to temples and offers worship 
and prays for his son’s examination result, daughter’s marriage, 


wife’s health. He breaks coconuts and offers dakshina to priests. 


Everywhere one has to offer bribes. This country has 
become a country of bribe-givers, even one has to offer bribes 
even at temples. How would corruption disappear from here? 
The root of the corruption is within oneself. If God accepted 
bribe, the district collectors, the inspectors, the ministers, they 


are human after all! 


Muktikanta asked such questions to himself. Then what is 
his religion? What is love? Love, it seems, is being sold at the 
marketplace, in marriages in the form of dowry. People demand 


everything in dowry! Is this the purpose of love? 


Muktikanta felt very strange. He grew anxious. Love is 
bliss. How would Muktikanta experience such love? How would 
he experience the God-consciousness? These thoughts kept 
nagging him. It is already late to have such love. He has to seek 


it. Would Swami Prajnananda bestow this on him? 


Mutktikanta grew sad as he lay musing in this manner. He 
looked at the blank wall. He kept looking at it for along time. He 


had never looked at this wall in his life. He had a peculiar wish to 
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look at the wall again and again. If he sat before this wall for 
months on end, his mind would go blank. His mind would be 
clean of all the clutters— it would be as clean as the wall. There 


would not be any thoughts. How wonderful would it be! 


Will Muktikanta sit staring at the wall for months, for years 


and let his mind dissolve into nothingness? 


A feeling of melancholy came over Muktikanta. He could 
not free himself from his thoughts. He tried to cheer himself up. 
He tried to suppress the thoughts rising in his mind. He had to 
bring the light within himself. If he remained quiet, darkness would 
prevail all over. How to dispel that darkness and spread the 


light—Muktikanta sought a way out. 


He could not remember if he had shown anyone the path 
of light. A blind man can never show any direction. King 
Dhritarastra was blind, so his wife wrapped a blind-fold round 
her eyes. It was an expression of love. One always tries to mould 


another in his own shape. We give what we have to another. 


Muktikanta tried to remember Prajnananda’s words. 
Prajnananda had said that there was no name for religion. How 
could one define religion? How could one define love? Can 
anyone who is in love define what love is? That person would 
give you a stem look and say, ‘Have you gone mad?’ Does anyone 
ask what love was in his right mind? Can we define love, give it a 


90 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


name? Prajnananda said, ‘Love does not remain confined to 
Hindus, Christians, Muslims and Buddhists. Religion is the highest 
form of love. Religiosity is a form of aberration. Religion has 
turned into superstitious beliefs. The real essence of religion lay 


dormant. When it becomes full of life, it is religion. 


How can one define religion? Religion is not a form of 
rebellion. It is not a protest against the past, against the scriptures 
or against the mind. It is nameless, indefinable. No adjectives 


can be put before it. Religion is absolute nothingness. 


Il 


Muktikanta was stunned. He could not understand what 
Prajnananda said. If there was no name for religion, why such 
conflicts in the name of religion? Why such blood-shed in the 
name of religion? Why people have no respect for another’s 
religion? 

He wanted to ask all these questions. He composed 
himself. He could not remember if he had ever asked anyone 
questions of this kind. He formed the questions in his mind and 
asked, ‘Gurudev! We worship lord Jagannath as we regard him 
as the Lord of Hindus. Now you said that religion has been dead. 
Then, won’t we regard Jagannath as our lord.’ 
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Muktikanta started at his own question. He waited eagerly 


to hear Prajnananda’s answers. 


Prajnananda, calm and grave, now replied, ‘We think God 
dwells in heaven and rules us from there. This is absolutely wrong. 
Lord Jagannath is a realisation. We call our realisation god. We 
regard the Buddha as God. But Buddha himself did not believe 
in the existence of God. He had said, ‘“‘There’s no God.” Can 
anyone rule the universe? You ultimately find what you seek. This 
is in your control. If you drive a taxi, you become a taxi driver. If 
you want to work in a hospital, you have to be a nurse or a 
doctor. If you do business, you become a businessman. If you 
beg, people would call you a beggar. If you shout at people on 


the roads, you would be considered a vagabond or mad. 


It is wrong to believe that God is responsible for everything. 
God has no human form, it is a feeling. When you experience 
songs of love within you, you would be able to realise the existence 


of Jagannath. 


If there was no one who could be worshipped, where from 
the concept of worshipping came? When we worship, we 
associate god with a form. We pray to him, we praise him, we 
sometimes bribe him. These concepts should not exist. Religion 
should have no purpose. When it has a purpose, it becomes 


business. Happiness is the gift of religion. Does love exist in 
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giving and receiving? Love is bliss. And happiness is an end in 


itself. 


Prajnananda closed his eyes and sat in meditation. 
Muktikanta stood up. He had to retum home. He would have to 
perform the evening worship and do meditation. He would repeat 
the name of his master. How many times has he told his wife to 
repeat the names of the Lord, but to no effect? Long back, he 
had succeeded in getting her initiated by a spiritual guru. He 
persuaded her when their son was not well. She believed that 


her son would recover if she took initiation. 


But then things went on as usual. She remembers God 
only occasionally, she remains so busy with household chores 
and her world. There is no time for repeating the Lord’s name. 
Mutktikanta reminded her several times, and at last, stopped doing 
so. His son has grown up. He has got married and brought his 
wife. There was no need to propitiate the gods. When he heard 
Prajnananda’s lecture, doubts rose in his mind. There was a 
change in his routine at home that evening. His family members 
were surprised. Had he gone mad? Prajnananda had said that 
when you had doubts regarding your action or behaviour, you 
devote yourself to serving holy men and those who are learned. 


Try to find a way out of your problem and follow their advice. 


Mutktikanta looked at Prajnananda. He had come to him 
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to find answers to the conflicts that rise in his mind. He is 
searching for a learned holy man who can show him the right 
path. Will he say follow this path, and if you deviate from this 


path, you commit a sin. 


Muktikanta wondered why he was having doubts regarding 
his own actions and behaviour. One’s actions and behaviour arise 
from one’s experiences and knowledge and understanding. If 
you hold a torch and search for darkness, would one find 
‘darkness’? There’s light within one that would dispel the 
darkness. Suspicion is darkness. If there is doubt about one’s 
action or thought, one’s conviction is not strong enough. If one 
takes another’s ideals, one may surely have doubts. One may 
want to rebel against those ideas. Does not following someone 
else mean committing suicide? If one jumps from a mountain, 
one dies. If one takes poison, one kills oneself. But one never 
dies when one’s body decays. Lord Krishna has said, ‘No one 
can kill the spint.’ 


On the other hand, if one follows another, one dies. It 
becomes a sort of borrowed life. Muktikanta thought so far he 
was living a borrowed life. He has lost all his sensitivity doing 
this. Human beings are sensitive; he covers himself in clothes 
unlike animals. He tries to have control over his senses. One 
whois in his night mind would not want to destroy one’s sensory 


feelings. 
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What then is his duty? Duty is a social system. One who 
does one’s duty properly receives adulation, he is honoured. The 
awards such as the Noble prize, the Padma Bibhusan, the Bharata 
Ratna are given to people. All these are temptations, which may 
be termed bribes provided by society. One can do anything in 
the name of duty. One has to give ones self for the sake of one’s 
family, one’s country, one’s religion, one’s tribe. Then one can 
boast of doing one’s duty. In the process, one becomes a 


scapegoat. 


Muktikanta started weighing things in his mind. One who 
is meek by nature may not be judgemental. The seeker after 
truth has to go through an emotional turmoil before he experiences 
peace. Pride often lurks behind humility. It sometimes becomes 


a facade for covering one’s falsities, pretensions and lies. 


Muktikanta has met so many people, wearing a mask in 
life. How would he trust those who present themselves as humble 


and pure. They are not spiritual by nature. 


Muktikanta wondered whose advice he would follow. 
Whenever he followed anyone, he had to live in doubts. How 
long would he live? Why should he search for someone learned 
and calm, who would show him the spiritual path? Who would 
he call a spiritual being? Should he be a Hindu or a Christian or a 


Buddhist or a Jain? One who speaks of religion may not be 
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spiritual. Who would he go to? Which path should he follow? 
How would he walk along the path of righteousness shown by 


those who realised the Brahman? 


IV 


He had arrived at home. It was already late at night. 
Everyone had fallen asleep. The light at the entrance had been 
switched off. It seemed as though no one needed to wait for 
Mutktikanta. He slumped on the veranda, deep in thought. Sleep 
overcame him. A cold breeze blowing in the early morning 
awakened him. He recalled the story Prajnananda had told about 


Naseerudin. 


Naseerudin had decided that he would cross the river at 
any cost and go to the other side. He had to endure whatever 
comes. He asked his guru Muktananda, ‘Which bank should I 
start from.’ His guru replied, ‘There are so many banks. Begin 


from whichever you want.’ 


Naseerudin said, “I don’t know how to swim. Once 
someone suggested that I go to the riverbank. But my feet slipped 
the moment I stepped into the river. I was saved by people before 
1 got drowned. That day I decided I would never go near a river 
bank before I learnt swimming.’ 
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‘But I could learn swimming only if I went into water. I 
was scared. But I have to go to the other side. There must be a 


bank, where it is shallow and one can cross the river easily. 


His guru said, ‘There’s no bank where there’s no water. 
Yes, there is a bank, where there is no danger. One can cross 


the river safely.’ 


Naseerudin reached that bank. There was a notice nearby 
which read, ‘One who would rescue someone drowning would 


receive a reward of two hundred rupees.’ 


The guru said, ‘Now jump into the water. If you drown, I 
will save you, and I would receive two hundred rupees. If you 
can swim across, then you can cross the river. We will kill two 


birds with one stone.’ 


Naseerudin obeyed his guru’s words and entered into the 
water. He has swum a little, his legs fell into a ditch. He cried, 


‘Save me, save me...’ 


The guru laughed and stood at the bank. Naseerudin was 


saying, ‘Father, save me, save me, I am drowning. 


The guru said, ‘Naseerudin, what help do you want? 
Drown yourself. You are drowning, how can I help you? 


Remember Allah’s name and sink. Water began entering 
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Naseerudin’s nose and ears. He said desperately, ‘Please save 
me. Don’t give me all this philosophy. If 1 die? Did you forget if 


you rescued me, you would receive two hundred rupees?’ 


Guru said, ‘Ah, I would not save you. You die in peace. 
All of us would die one day. Today or tomorrow. Now you die. 


The sages have said, ‘One who dies, he crosses the river of life.’ 


On the verge of drowning, Naseerudin asked, ‘But why 
do you say so? Forget about me, but don’t you want to receive 


the prize money?’ 


Guru said, ‘Why, ] perfectly remember that. Didn’t you 
see what is written in the notice? One would get two hundred 
rupees even if one brought a man already dead from drowning? 


Did not you read that?’ 


Muktikanta again dozed off. The warm sunlight caressed 
him. But he snored heavily in deep sleep. Muktikanta was taken 
aback when 1 heard the story of Naseerudin. He felt his faith in 
spiritual teachers diminishing. He began believing that it was better 
to lead a worldly life, sullied by human attachments. He wanted 
to fulfil his duties toward himself. He wanted to realise his own 


self. He did not want to follow anyone or imitate others. 


He would become a simple human being. There would 
not be any pride in him. This would be difficult to achieve, but he 
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would surely be able to do it. He would leam from his experiences. 
The past should not matter. The future does not exist. It never 
arrives. How would it exist? Only the present exists; it has no 
connection with memory. But human beings can’t free themselves 
from their past. They cling onto memories. When they free himself 
from one, they cling to another. There is no freedom. As memories 
of the past are crazy, fancying the future is similarly an act of 


madness. 


Vv 


Muktikanta thought of his past. Nothing had happened 
the way he wished. Sometimes things turn up the way he wants 
them to, and he feels happy, but he can’t say all these happened 
as an eventuality. Many people have to live with failure, only a 
few succeed in this world. All these successful people have faced 
failure several times. Those who fail entertain hopes that they 
would succeed in future. Muktikanta has failed so many times, 
may be for that reason he tries again and again to succeed. But 
what are his failures? He himself does not know. These are the 
desires of his mind. How can one be free from desires? The past 
is like his shadow that falls behind him, future is the shadow that 
stretches before him. All these are illusions. The world is an illusion. 


Muktikanta fights with his wife over issues of the past and the 
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present. Sometimes he slaps his wife in spite of himself. 
Sometimes, his wife comes menacingly towards him. All these 


quarrels have no forms or contours. 


But they fight with each other. His wife would say, ‘Yes, I 
have seen many like you. Now you get everything in the market. 
One can buy knowledge with ten thousand rupees or fifteen 
thousand rupees. One is a scientist; another 1s a philosopher or 
something else. Someoneis a mathematician, another is a musician. 
There are painters, writers, journalists etc. A brain like yours is 
so cheap; one can buy twelve brains like yours in a rupee. But no 
one is there to buy it. Muktikanta or people like him have no 
significance. He gets enraged hearing this. He also criticises his 


wife. Women like her are also sold in market places. 


This results in a quarrel. Does it happen because they are 
not rich? Muktikanta 1s not poor. He owns a house, a TV, fridge, 
furniture; he has got bank balance. His son rides a Hero Honda. 
His daughter rides a bike to her college, and wears western 
dresses. His wife goes to market on a Maruti car; he goes to 


attend meeting by the car. 


He has moved up from being poor to lower middle class 
to upper middle class. The poor can never rebel nor can they 
become the agent of any revolution. Revolutions are carried out 


by middle class people, who have the means and who can 
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dedicate themselves to a cause— those who live remembering 
the past and dreaming of the future. That is why middle-class 
people everywhere take part in revolutions. They use the poor in 
these. The poor become scapegoats in the revolution. All these 


give rise to conflicts, which lead to wars. 


There are descriptions of wars in scriptures. Some of the 
scriptures justi fied wars. But there are thousands of people who 
oppose wars. In scriptures, women are described as subordinates 
to men. Now a days, activists fight against this. Women’s 
emancipation has taken the form of a movement. Muktikanta 


has supported these movements. 


India is a vast country. People say it can harvest gold. 
This country still yields gold to the Tatas, the Birlas, the Singhanias, 
who have always been rich. It would remain so in future. Here a 
lot of people have nothing and very few have all the resources. 
Like a pyramid, the foundation is wide, but as the building rises 
higher, it gets narrower and the dome is but a little point at the 


top. 


Who built the pyramids? Those who have wealth. These 
pyramids were built with the tears and blood of poor people. No 
one has kept a record of how many people laid down their lives. 
There were no machines in those days. People carried stones on 
their shoulders; everything was done manually. Everyone feels 
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awed seeing the pyramid. But has anyone ever thought of those 


who laid their lives? 


Muktikanta held on to his belief. How could he say India 
was a prosperous country? A few have infinite wealth. Now 
everyone feels that views darkness prevails in India. Now the 
Kali era prevails. There is only one signpost left from the four 
eras. All human beings are lame, deaf, limp and half-dead. Only 
a graveyard lies before. All wait to go to the huge graveyard. 
Some say that God would take birth in this world again. He 
would take another incamation. He would make India prosperous. 
Again, Buddha will come. Now the place is lived by fools. Even 
if Buddha came, he would have to live among the fools. A 


despondency hovers all over. 


Mutktikanta is a victim of despondency. The future of the 
country is dim, which is covered with hopelessness. As future is 
painted bleak, everything looks hopeless. Darkness prevails 
everywhere. Only a light can dispel darkness. There is no light. 
There is no one to kindle a light. Darkness is impotent. Even if 
you pile up darkness on light, it could dazzle through it. But people 
are afraid of darkness. They don’t kindle the light as they are 
scared of the darkness. That is why darkness prevails. Nothing 
but darkness. 


Mutktikanta tried to look at himself in the dark. He believes 
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in fate. He has given up the dream to build his life in a beautiful 
way. People who believe in luck can never build their own lives. 
All are asleep. As all are asleep for thousands of years, the era of 
Kali goes on. The Kali era would go on for thousands of years. 
Those who thought fate was responsible for everything would 
fester in the dark. How would they be free? 


All are asleep. All lie unconscious. They cannot know 
themselves. Who are they? Where did they come from? Where 
would they go? What is their real form? All have become 
unconscious. They lay unconscious without realising their real 


selves. 


Muktikanta was one of these unconscious people. He had 
to discover himself. He had to be acquainted with his own self. 


He would have to march ahead. 


March on, march on, march on. 


VI 


One cannot afford to take rest. If one took rest, one would 
rot. One would fall. One would rot and give off foul smell. One 


had to be active. Being active was being alive. 
Muktikanta remembered the Rama Leela play he had 
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watched long ago. The students had presented the play in a 
different style that year in college. The actor playing the part of 
Lord Ramachandra was made to wear a suit. He was also made 
to wear a pair of shoes, a tie, and a hat on his head. Instead of his 
usual arrows and bow, he was handed over an AK 47 rifle. Sita 
was dressed up in a manner which would go well with Rama’s 


attire. She wore high heels and mini skirts. 


The members of the audience were stunned when they 
saw how Sita had been dressed. They felt disgusted, but continued 
to watch the play. A suppressed murmur passed through the 
audience. What a strange matter! But they kept their eyes fixed 


on Sita and Rama. 


Sita brought out a cigarette from her vanity bag and lit it. 
The audience grew angry. They had never seen Rama and Sita in 
this attire. Their mind could not accept such a thing. They threw 
shoes at Sita, who was smoking a cigarette. They went up to the 
stage and beat Rama and Sita up. People who had been desperate 
to touch Rama and Sita’s feet in past now beat these two black 


and blue. 


They tore Sita’s skirt and the blouse got torn in the process. 
The one who played the part of Sita was not a girl, but a boy. 


People grew even more furious. They humiliated the lad. 


Such plays of Rama Leela continue since time immemorial. 
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That is a play. The past cannot be got rid of. All paths ahead are 
closed. 


Muktikanta witnesses such incidents everywhere. He has 
leamt many things from the struggle for existence. He has got to 


learn even more. There are many things left to be learnt. 
Once a friend asked Picasso, ‘Which is your best painting?’ 


Picasso said, ‘The one which I paint now. Once the painting 
is done, my relationship with it is over. I would start another 
painting, and for sure, that would be my greatest painting, because 
I would learn something new while painting it. My hands would 


become more deft with each stroke.’ 


Mutktikanta is seeking a way out of the attachments of the 
world. That is why he runs to Prajnananda again and again. He 
has a great number of hopes while marching ahead. He wants to 
be free. He is desperate to attain salvation. But again he has 


doubts in his mind. As though someone is pulling him. 


He has never wanted to be anyone’s disciple. He has no 
desire to be a master himself. His aim is not to attain godhood. If 
that had been the case, he would have proclaimed himself a god. 
He would not be reluctant to claim as God. All the incarnations 
of God have done this. They have made their disciples say this. If 
Mutktikanta announced himself as an incamation, what’s wrong 
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init? Because a man with eyes can see and can say that he can 


see light. 


There is no need for any evidence for this. Now everywhere 
you need evidence. One who provides evidence is blind. One 
who is provided an evidence is also blind. No one can claim 


himself as a God by providing evidences. 


There is no meaning of any evidence. Muktikanta does 
not desire any evidence. Muktikanta would announce himself as 
God. If anyone asked him, ‘Muktikanta, why do you declare 
yourself as God?’ Then he would answer that only one who 
realised the essence of God would do so. The Buddha has himself 
declared that he had attained enlightenment. He had not provided 
anyone’s recommendation. Lord Krishna had declared himself, 
and showed his divine form to Arjun. 


‘I am He, I am He, I am He.’ 


Mutktikanta himself was God. Whatever people might say. 
His wife and children would tell him off. 


A human being is tied to the chains of religion. Hindus, 
Muslims, Christians... All kinds of norms, all kinds of rules. Human 
beings become slaves to the sentiment of spirituality. They wound 
humanity. Darkness prevails in the name of religion. All are 
engaged in deepening the darkness. If anyone mentioned light, 


darkness descends upon him. 
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Fanaticism about one’s religion, one’s civilisation, one’s 
culture, one’s country, one’s tribe, one’s family is destroying 


humanity. His own pride kills them. 


Muktikanta has found human pride within himself. All 
human beings have been labelled. Like the shoes, soaps, dental 
powder. As though a human being is not a human being but a 
labelled entity. Muktikanta is just like a labelled human being. 
Why should he claim himself as Hindu or Muslim or Christian. 


Why should he claim that he is an Oriya or Bengali or Punjabi. 


Everything seems absurd. Absurdity within absurdity. Like 
a box inside a box. If you opened one, you get another, and then 
another... and another... there is no end to this process. As 


though boxes are being taken out of a magician’s basket. 
What else a human being is if not atin box? 


Muktikanta cannot accept that human being can be a tin 
box. If love is separated from religion, it gives rise to conflicts 
and resentment. Religion does not allow human beings to fall into 


pieces. 


Mutktikanta looked at himself. He looked at the shirt he 
wore. He felt suffocated in the shirt. He would take it out and 
throw away. He would tear it into pieces. He can not cover himself 


inthe veil of religion. 


He wants to be free. 
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VII 


Muktikanta became lost in thought about his own 
Buddhahood. Muktikanta’s hair had not greyed. No one can 
discem a single strand of white hair on his head. He had not lost 
his teeth. His skin has not tumed slack. But he felt as if he was an 
old man. Ageing has nothing to so with physical maturity. 
Sankaracharjya left the mortal body at only twenty-four. He was 
not at all old. Jesus Christ embraced death at the age of thirty- 
three. The Buddha was not old when he attained enlightenment. 


They were enlightened. They were worthy enough to preach. 
An old man can be a devil. A young man can be a sage. 


An old man is supposed to have understood life. He could 
fly like a bird in a wide sky. He could not smile like small children. 
He had the courage to speak the truth. Those who drew joy 
from giving were in reality old. Being old is the last phase of the 
four stages. It has been instructed in scriptures to renounce the 


world in the third stage. 


An old man can never bring about a revolution. He has no 
fire within himself. He remains glued to tradition. He becomes 
sceptical of change. He wants to embrace death renouncing the 
desire to live. He runs away from life. 
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Where there is fire within an old man, a source of light 


rises. 


Would Muktikanta regard himself as an old man like this? 


He began to mull over this. 


Muktikanta began to think about the soul. ‘The soul is 
immortal. A human being is himself a soul. Then why do people 
cry when a human being is died? The soul never dies. What’s the 
need for crying then? A believer claims that there is soul; a non- 
believer says that there is nothing called the soul. A non-believer 
says there is no self, so I would rot. What’s the use of mouming? 


Why should I cry over what is not there? 


If there is a soul, there is no need to cry and there is no 
need to mourn. Even if the soul is immortal, can a human being 
die in peace? ‘The soul is immortal’ is just like a way of consoling 
oneself, may be there is no knowledge about this nor any 
realisation. 

Mutktikanta had no knowledge or experience about the 
soul. As he did not know anything about soul, what would he 


say on this? To whom? How would he say? 


Whether I would live or not live? I would know after I die. 
What I get to know, I might say that. What’s the need of living 
on? There is no point in being possessive about one’s life. 
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Muktikanta would declare himself as dead. He is a soul. 
Therefore, there was no difference whether he is alive or dead. 
He felt that his hands had turned cold. But his consciousness is 
very fresh. As though it no longer touches him. His heartbeats 
seem to have become feeble. Gradually, the heart would stop 


beating. 


But in reality, he has not died. As if a new life was taking 
over him. Kundalini was gradually awakening within him. As iif he 
was escaping out of a prison. His mind is blank. He is losing his 
ability to speak. He cannot move his tongue. As if everything is 
calm and still. 


Muktikanta felt as though he did not exist. He felt extremely 
happy. All his senses have become numb, still he felt as though he 


was immortal. As though he was a child of nectar. 


Mutktikanta was not old. He was an immortal man related 
to birth, death and action. He cannot renounce life. He is not 
disillusioned by life. 


Maybe, he had been trying to take his life on a wrong 
path. That was why he did not understand life. He remained a 
stranger to life. His hopes from life did not die. His desires did 
not disappear. As he could not live his life in a proper manner, life 


seemed empty to him, he could not understand life. After death, 
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would he have an understanding of life? Death would come ina 
moment. How would he understand that moment? He would not 
be able to say whether death would be beautiful, lovely and dear 
to him. 

His life remained tied to his wife, his children, his colleagues. 
His life got entangled in theirs. His life got muddled up. Why 
should he make preparations for dying? Why should he invite 
friends and family? What’s the need for making arrangement for 


one’s death? 


Arrangement is desire. Let death come bringing with it 
commitment and happiness! He owed some commitment to life 
but could not fulfil it. At least he could accept death as a 
commitment. For this, he has no dilemma nor any conflict in his 
mind. 

Muktikanta would not hide himself from death. He would 
cherish death. He would receive him warmly. Death is not an 
epidemic, nor is it an infectious disease. He would not have any 
expectations if he were free from life. He does not want death 
because he is old. One who understood religion and scriptures is 
not old. Instead he is a learned man. Muktikanta is not old in any 
way. He does not want to become old. He is not a believer nor 


is he an atheist. 
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He has no fear of death. He understands religion, he knows 
the truth. 


But he cannot explain this to anyone, he cannot express 
this to anyone. Muktikanta finds no one is with him, but he is with 


everyone. He is not part of a crowd. 


All who live in a crowd behave like wolves. They don’t 
behave as human beings. A crowd is an assembly of wolves. 
Those who are in a crowd are wolves. But human beings stand 
surrounding them. Wolves surround political leaders. Spiritual 
leaders pull a crowd. Everywhere such crowd continues. All are 
engaged in cheating others. Politicians, religious leaders, students’ 


leaders—all are wolves. Society is full of wolves. 


His wife tells Muktikanta—‘Be done with your pretensions 
to be a holy man or one who has attained enlightenment. Don’t 


be mad. Stop such drama.’ 


His daughter-in-law said—‘ Listen! Take father to the 


asylum in Ranchi. He has sullied our reputation.’ 


His family called him mad. He punctured their hopes. What 
has he experienced apart from disillusionment? This is not the 
case with Muktikanta alone. All parents pass on this disease to 
their children. He becomes a wolf amidst a crowd of wolves. 
Still, pride would fill his heart. A father would be proud and think— 
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‘My son is managing the house properly. He goes along the path 
Ishowed him. He owns a car. He has received awards. He has 


become one of the eminent persons in the village.’ 


But are not these meaningless? You would have to leave 


the way you have come into the world. 


You have to go back empty-handed. All certificates, all 


awards would lie here. These have no value at all. 


VI 


Who would Muktikanta explain all this to? He did not feel 
as if there was any need to explain all these to anyone. The Buddha 
was bom in Kapilabastu. If he had become a leader, no one 
would have known Sudhodana. Many Sudhodanas are born on 
this earth every day. There were many emperors during the life 
time of the Buddha. Who remembers all those emperors? We 


only remember Sudhodana. 


He did not explain religion to anyone. He did not instruct 
anyone. Religion animated through him. The Buddha expressed 
the truth through his life. Truth was religion. Truth remains in 


consciousness. 


In whom Muktikanta confides all this? He did not want to 
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be a master nor did he want to be a disciple. Ekalavya offered 
himself at Drona’s feet, but he pushed him away. He had no 
reason to be proud as a teacher. Still, he asked for his fees due 
to him as a teacher. It was Ekalavya’s thumb of his right hand. It 
was a conspiracy to render him powerless. Still, Drona is 
acclaimed as a master. Muktikanta turned the pages of history of 


the masters. 


One can analyse the scriptures in different ways. But a 
real guru never does it. His presence brings happiness. The guru 
may be old or young, that does not matter. One who understands 
the infinite, he seeks to experience it. The real Guru comes to 
him. The bud which wants to blossom, which wants to spread its 
fragrance, the guru appears before that bud. The guru may be 
the end of one’s life or the beginning. He may be the gallows or 
the throne. 


Muktikanta had destroyed his world. That is why everyone 
tried to make him see reason. Muktikanta knew life was like a 
play of hide-and-seek. The earth needs the days and the nights. 
Darkness rises from the depths of night. It marches to be dissolved 
in light. It has no other way but to meet the light. The real guru 
has to act as day and night. He must reach the disciple with light 
and darkness. Like a potter makes pots from clay. He holds the 
pot from the inside and supports it from the outside as well. With 
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the pressure from his hands, the pot comes out beautifully. Again, 
he burns it in fire to make it strong. This was the duty of a real 


gun. 


IX 


Muktikanta tried to paint a charming picture in his heart. 
He has covered a large part of his life. He has to forget all that. 
He had to burn his house, which he had built with such care. It 
was not so easy to turn everything into a heap of ash. It was 
never easy on the part of Jesus, or the Buddha or Ramakrishna 
to leave everything. They could spread light from the heart of 
darkness. 


He would no longer remain confined by theillusions of life. 
He remained bound to this body for a long time. He suffered on 
this account. He had to move from this world of senses to the 


spiritual world. But he remained absorbed in this world. 


Now he finds himself at the crossroads. He realises he is 
the soul. He could find himself tied to society, in his family, in 


religion. He is tied to the centre. 


Muktikanta circled around the tether. He would go on doing 


this. His life is entangled in cobwebs, innumerable mysteries 
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remain concealed within him. All life is similarly mysterious. 
Mutktikanta had been to many holy men, religious teachers. He 
had listened to religious discourses. He has analysed the thoughts 
embodied in religions. Why did he do atl this? He regarded himself 
as unholy, immoral, and false. That was why he thought he was 
in bondage. He did not want to be a great soul. He did not 
entertain the wish to be a famous personality. He wanted to stand 
for humanity. He wanted to be free from the chains. He was a 


seeker after truth. 


Muktikanta looked up at the sky and closed his eyes. The 
whole of mankind passed through his consciousness. He saw the 
earth was lit up by thousands of suns. There were no boundaries 
enclosing him, there was no world. 

He walked through the great ocean of mankind and said: 

Hail to Humanity. 


Mankind is immortal. 


Hc kc He 
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